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For my husband, my inspiration, and best friend, Mel,
for my mother, Esther Glicken who is watching from above, and
for my father, Irving Glicken, who brings sunshine to my life.
Some people like the Jews, and some do not. But no thoughtful man can deny the fact that they are, beyond any question, the most formidable and most remarkable race which has appeared in the world.
Winston Churchill
Clouds Across the Sun
Chapter 1
1951
Naples, Florida
Jotto folded back the bedspread and slipped beneath the covers. She closed her eyes and waited, alert to every sound in the house. There would be no bedtime kisses on the forehead, no endearing words wishing her pleasant dreams, and no prayers said on bended knees—not on this night nor on any other night. Jotto heard footsteps coming down the hallway. The door handle turned and the light switched on. Her eyes flew open. She did not need to see a clock to know it was precisely nine-fifteen, and that her father, Hans Wells, had entered the room.
“Good evening, Father,” Jotto said, her tone measured, her demeanor disciplined.
“I hope your eleventh birthday was pleasant,” Hans said as he pulled the over-stuffed chintz chair beside her bed.
“Yes, Father.” Jotto hid her disappointment in a smile. “Thank you for the encyclopedia.” She could not tell him her real wishes, that she had wanted a Monopoly game and a record player. Her father did not believe in self-indulgent activities.
Hans shifted in the chair and frowned. He did not like the way his daughter had been acting lately: unpredictable moods, picking at her food, sulking. “Have you completed your day’s assignments?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. Then, we shall begin.” Hans opened the German version of Mein Kampf. He reached into his suit pocket, removed a silver music box, and flipped it open. The haunting refrain from Beethoven’s Fur Elise drifted out.
Jotto blocked out the music, determined to say what she had been contemplating for weeks. “Father, I don’t…” She swallowed hard, the demons of doubt screaming at her to remain silent. “I don’t like that book.” She sucked in her breath. “And, I don’t want you to read to me anymore.” The fury in her father’s eyes told her she had gone too far. Jotto’s hand flew to her mouth and her heart plummeted.
Her father slammed the music box closed and rubbed his forehead with the heel of his hand. The silence was pervasive.
“I will not tolerate your insolence.”
The tone of his voice dripped ice, and Jotto cringed. “I’m sorry, Father,” Jotto said, hoping he would not hear the insincerity in her voice.
Hans drilled his eyes at her. “We will begin now.” He opened the music box again. “You will close your eyes and take deep breaths.” The timbre of his voice was gentle and mesmerizing. “You will listen. Feel yourself growing sleepy. Feel yourself relaxing. You are a feather drifting to the ground. Floating, falling, floating, falling.” He repeated the words over and over and over again.
Jotto slowed her breathing, fluttered her eyes open and closed a few times, pretending to settle into a trance-like sleep.
Hans began to read the book. In mingling of Aryan blood with that of lower peoples, the result was the end of the cultured people.
Hans took his time, lovingly translating every word. North America, whose population consists by far with the largest part of Germanic elements, who mixed but little with the lower colored peoples, shows a different humanity and culture from Central and South America, where the predominantly Latin immigrants often mixed with the Aborigines on a large scale.
By this one example, we can clearly and distinctly recognize the effect of racial mixture. He will remain the master as long as he does not fall a victim to defilement of the blood.
Jotto was disappointed and exasperated at the words her father read. It felt wrong to her—all the poison.
She took refuge by reciting the multiplication tables, as she always did when trying to block out his words. Only then could she drift out of harm’s way.
* * *
The morning sun reflected off the windowpane, bathing the room in white and gold. A cardinal perched on the windowsill, pecking on the glass. Jotto awakened with a start.
The door opened without warning. Her father stood on the threshold, dressed in a navy blue pinstriped suit, his tie securely in place. His squinted eyes shot a look of disapproval her way. “Do you know what time it is?”
Jotto glanced at the clock on her night table. “I’m sorry, Father,” she stammered. “I didn’t realize it was so late.”
“Get dressed. The newspapers have arrived, and we have many issues to discuss before you go to school.”
Every day it’s the same dumb things—up at dawn, read the papers, have my schoolwork checked, and be able to discuss the stupid books he makes me read. Who cares about German history anyway?
She slipped into a khaki skirt and a white blouse. I shouldn’t have to take etiquette lessons from what’s-that-stuck-up-your-nose Miss Cheavers, and I shouldn’t have to wear dumb dresses to dinner.
Using her fingers as a comb, Jotto pulled at the tangles in her hair as she stared at herself in the mirror. Her hair was the color of freshly harvested wheat, blond and curly. She had almond-shaped sapphire eyes, magnolia-white skin, high cheekbones and a heart-shaped mouth, all suggestions of the great beauty she would become. That is not what Jotto saw as she stuck out her tongue at her reflection. My legs look like beanpoles and my feet are huge. No wonder my mother disapproves of me. Who could blame her? It’s not because she’s sick, it's because I look just like Olive Oyl.
She sneered at herself one last time, slipped into sandals, and took off down the circular staircase.
Jotto slid across the marble floor and jumped over the Persian rug in the hallway. Her breath came in short gasps as she tucked in her blouse and squared her shoulders, before tiptoeing onto the porch.
His mustache seeded with toast crumbs, Hans slowly wiped his face with the linen napkin and rang the bell beside him on the table.
Jenny, their cook, walked out, clicking her tongue. “I ain’t no cow need calling,” she said, under her breath.
“Miss Wells is ready for her breakfast," Hans said, ignoring Jenny’s remarks.
Jotto stifled a giggle. “Good morning, Jenny.”
“Good morning, Sunshine.”
The affection hung between them, a transparent web strong and viable as a spider’s lair, despite Hans’s directive that there was to be no emotional relationships between Jotto and any of the staff.
“No dilly-dawdling, Missy.” Jenny put the plate of eggs and bacon on the table. “You eat up before it gets cold.”
“That will be all,” Hans said, his scowl dismissive.
Jenny puffed out her chest, made a face, and walked into the house, slamming the door.
She is incorrigible,” Hans hissed. “Good help is impossible to find.” He spread the newspapers out so the front page of the New York Times and The Washington Post were clearly legible. “Look at this,” Hans said, pointing to the headline. Hans shoved the paper across the table. “Read.”
Jotto nodded. It’s going to be a bad morning.
* * *
After dropping Jotto off at school, Hans climbed the stairs to his wife Ilya’s bedroom and pushed open the door. It was dark and smelled of stale cigarettes and strong perfume. He pulled open the heavy brocade drapes, immersing the room in sunlight. He glanced around and for the hundredth time he berated himself for spending such a fortune on furnishings: Italian Venetian Murano etched glass wall mirrors, a five-piece salon set of French Art Nouveau furniture, carpets imported from Turkey, a nineteenth century Austrian Biedermier desk. Ilya groaned from under the covers.
Hans placed the newspapers on the bed beside her. “Are you planning on sleeping all day?” His voice dripped disgust.
“What else is there for me to do in this God forsaken shit hole?” Ilya hissed in German. She propped another pillow under her head and stared at Hans. Looking much older than her forty-two years, the once beautiful Ilya was like a dehydrated persimmon. Her huge green eyes were lackluster, the blond curls dulled by strands of gray, and her skin was blotched a sickly, sallow shade of ash. She scratched at the festering mosquito bites dotting her bruised arms.
“Why should I get up? You’re never here.” Ilya poked her finger at his face. “You’re too busy with your dinner parties, fancy luncheons, and golf.”
Hans watched her with cold, uncaring eyes, infuriated by her whining, his face a dangerous shade of red. “You could make a life for yourself if you wanted.”
Ilya spat out a laugh and gave him a half-grin, half-grimace. She raised both eyebrows. “I find it so interesting that you always find the time for that spoiled little brat.”
“That’s enough!” Hans smashed his fist on the night table. “You will not speak that way about our daughter!”
“Think about it, Hans. If you let me go to Bolivia to be with my brother, you and your precious little daughter could be together with no interruptions.” She held her breath, waiting for his reaction.
He pulled at his mustache and stared off into the distance—remembering the war and why his brother-in-law was in Bolivia.
Hans and his family were hiding in a bombed-out house in Paris trying to decide what their next move would be when the political situation took an unforeseen shift. America had identified a new and dangerous enemy—Russia.
Hans and his comrades had seen an unequaled opportunity, and had wasted no time establishing a clandestine Nazi network throughout Europe. Soon, they were passing top-secret information to the CIA and the Army Counterintelligence Corps about Russia’s plans to expand communism into all of Eastern Europe. As a reward for their loyalty, and despite laws passed by the United States Congress, selected Nazi scientists were allowed entrance into the United States. Unfortunately, his wife’s twin, Otto, had interrogated thousands of prisoners during the war, and because of Otto’s high profile, the Americans had refused him entrance into the country.
Ilya dug her nails into Hans’s arm, bringing his attention back to the present. “Why keep me here, when we both know you hate me?”
Hans snapped his head toward her. “I don’t hate you. I feel sorry for you.”
“I want my brother.” Tears streamed down Ilya’s face. “Please. Don’t do this to me. Let me go.”
Hans took her hand. His eyes and face softened. “I know what you need,” he said gently. “I’ll give you something to make you feel better.
He moved into the bathroom, took a key from his pocket, and opened the locked cabinet. He inserted the syringe into the vial of morphine and pulled back the plunger. He smiled as he replaced the vial.
* * *
South River, New Jersey
A month later Hans Wells pulled into the parking lot of the Diakos Greek diner to meet with two of his German comrades. He stepped out of the rental car, straightened his tie, took a deep breath, and pulled back his shoulders as he pushed open the finger-smudged glass door. The midday crowd was animated, businessmen in suits, smoking cigars and talking loudly, students with Rutgers sweatshirts, drinking Pabst Blue Ribbon beer and scoffing down lamb gyros. Hans weaved between the tables.
“We were beginning to worry,” said Alexander Lippisch, the renowned German aerodynamicist and full professor at Rutgers University. He glanced at his watch and readjusted the gold cigarette holder clenched between his teeth.
“Sorry. My plane landed on time but I got caught in traffic.” Wells slid into the booth. He was always uncomfortable around Lippisch. He was uncomfortable around all the elitists with their greater than thou attitudes.
Their other comrade, Kurt Blome, a research scientist with a background in biological warfare smiled, showing crooked, cigarette stained teeth. He pulled at the sleeve of his wrinkled, plaid corduroy shirt. “It’s good to see you again.”
“You too,” Hans said, meaning it. “How have you been?”
“Ach!” Bloom said. “There are not enough hours in the day.” Deep creases crinkled between his eyebrows, as if he was in perpetual contemplation. He scratched the two-day growth of stubbled hair on his face. “How’s Florida?”
“Naples is paradise,” Hans said, unbuttoning the jacket of his hand-tailored suit.
“Yah, but it’s in the middle of the Everglades.” Blome’s eyes twinkled.
Hans thought about the boulevards lined with swaying coconut palms, the sweet smelling warm salt air, the expensive stores, and charming restaurants. Aloud he said, “the city is small, but it’s populated by the giants of American industry, people like the Smucker’s and Evinrude’s, who come in the winter to play golf, and languish in the pools of their sprawling mansions.” He smiled. “And best of all, the appointment book of my psychiatry practice is filled with the wives of these men—women who accept infidelity, drug abuse, alcoholism and physical abuse as a way of life. If the city of Naples is a reflection of America…”
“Not a bad life, living in a mansion on the ocean.” Anger and jealousy poured from Lippisch’s piercing blue eyes.
“It’s not the ocean. It’s on the Gulf of Mexico and the expense was necessary.” Hans kept his tone neutral to hide his displeasure at the unspoken accusation. He had chosen Naples because it was only ninety miles from Miami, and had no psychiatrist and more important than that, no Jews lived there. Also, its isolated location gave him a safe place where he could indoctrinate his daughter without the distractions living in a big city would bring.
“Are you gentlemen ready?” The waitress asked. She wrote down their orders and poured coffee.
Lippisch grunted, his lips pinched in a scowl. “Let’s get down to business.”
“Always in such a hurry. You should learn to relax. ” Blome took a sip of coffee.
Hans turned his eyes toward Blome. “How are things going here?”
“Couldn’t be better. My wife is content, and my three-year-old son speaks perfect English. As for me, I have started to talk just like an American—telling people my son will grow up to be president, and who knows,” he winked, “maybe he will.” Blome laughed. “Alex, tell him about your new girlfriend.”
Lippisch lifted one eyebrow. “She’s an adjunct professor of physics at the university, who just happens to be the very ugly daughter of New York Senator Albert Willick.” He stared at Hans. “I’m doing my part for the Reich,” he whispered. “Now, tell us what’s going on with our other comrades?”
Hans leaned on his elbows. “The papers were signed last week. We are now officially capitalists—owners of an oil company in Longview, Texas.”
Blome smiled. “Interesting and brilliant decision. Oil dependency is growing exponentially.”
“This is only the beginning,” Lippisch said, a sinister scowl coloring his face. “To accomplish our mission we will need to build a network of people who share our ideology.”
Hans smiled. “Take my word. That is going to be easier than we ever imagined.”
Chapter 2
Bolivia, 2 months later
Hans arrived in La Paz, Bolivia in the early afternoon. At twelve thousand feet above sea level, the rarefied air gave him an instant headache. His brother-in-law’s chauffer, Eduardo met him.
In the distance were the Andes Mountains and the peaks of Mount Illimani. Hans rolled down the window as they bounced along the pitted, poorly paved streets. He was instantly struck by the horrendous stench coming from the raw sewage running in the gutters alongside the road. He gagged and quickly closed the window.
The limousine took a hard right, circumventing the ramshackle huts precariously perched on ledges and tucked into crevices along the mountainside.
Hans grew agitated as the car climbed the steep, narrowed, muddied streets. The thought of seeing his brother-in-law brought back unwanted memories of their final days together in Paris after the war.
Hans remembered them walking together on the rue St. Denis when he was forced to break the news to Otto, telling him that the Americans were not going to issue him a visa because of the Jews he had unmercifully interrogated during the war. All these years later, Hans could still see Otto’s bulging eyes, and the fury that they held as Hans explained why Otto would be going to Bolivia, a country sympathetic to the Nazis, rather than the United States. Otto, in a fit of uncontrolled fury, had punched a brick wall and smashed his hand. He had spent the next six weeks in a cast, moping about, refusing to talk, making everyone miserable.
Hans’s attention came back to the present as the limousine turned right down a dirt road. In front of the car was a ten-foot high wall and an iron gate, manned by a guard who allowed them entrance. Otto hasn’t done too badly, Hans thought as the mansion came into view.
The twenty-six thousand square foot home was a hodgepodge of design afterthoughts and additions. He may have money, but he certainly has no taste, Hans thought as they pulled to a stop.
Otto bounded down the steps. “Welcome.” He embraced Hans. “How was the flight?”
“Long and bumpy.”
A servant appeared and took Hans’s luggage.
“It’s nice having you visit me for a change,” Otto said as they entered the house.
Twenty-foot ceilings, covered in painted frescos of saints floating on clouds, looked down as they passed. They entered a cavernous living room with ornate, handcrafted Bolivian Cherry furniture.
Otto snapped his fingers. A tiny woman, only inches over four feet entered. “Vamos a almorzar ahora, we’ll have lunch now, Maria.”
“Sí, señor. ¿En la Veranda?”
“Perfecto.”
“You’ve mastered Spanish,” Hans said.
“I had no choice. The only one who speaks English is my chauffeur, Eduardo. Now tell me, why the sudden trip?”
“I need to talk to you about Jotto. She has suddenly started to question my authority. I am not sure how to approach the problem.”
Otto sighed. “This was bound to happen. She is growing up. When I visited last summer, I had the impression she was beginning to resist.”
“You need to tell me what to do.” Hans hated himself for sounding so desperate.
“And I will. But, first you must have a decent meal, and a good night’s sleep.”
* * *
It was midnight. Otto kicked off the covers, propped himself up on two pillows and stared into the darkness. The only regret he had about those glorious years of service to the Reich were the nightmares that came every night—monstrous visions; beseeching eyes, screams, fingers reaching out to claw out at him, burning fires, smells that defied description, playing out over and over again in his brain like a broken record stuck in its groove.
Now, with his brother-in-law’s arrival, other memories lurked in the shadows of Otto’s mind. He thought back to those final moments in Paris. He and his twin sister, Ilya were standing in the foyer. Ilya was wearing a flowered dress bought for their trip to America. Otto’s two-year-old niece, Jotto was snuggled in her father, Hans’s arms. Two cabs sat at the curb outside.
“Why two cabs?” Ilya had asked, clutching Otto’s hand.
Otto remembered looking at Hans and then his twin. They had known Ilya would not take this well and had decided not to tell her until the very last moment. “Sweetheart, I’m not going with you,” Otto had said. “I have to go to South America.”
“You can’t leave me! I am going with you!” Ilya had cried, stamping her feet, terror spitting from her eyes. “Hans can take Jotto with him to America,” Ilya had sobbed. “Then it will be just you and me. Like it used to be.”
A dog howled in the distance, bringing Otto back to the present. He shook his head to dispel the thoughts because, even after all this time, Otto still could not understand how his sister could be so disconnected from her own child, her own flesh and blood.
Eventually Otto drifted off to sleep. Then it happened, just as it did every night—a thousand Jewish women stared at him, their eyes pleading, accusing, damning—their hands clawing to hold on as their children were ripped from their arms. Otto moaned, and his head moved from side to side. Jotto was lying on the ground, snuggled in her winter coat, her eyes saucers peeking from the fur. She reached her chubby little arms out for him. “Me go, me go.” Steam rose from the ground. Otto couldn’t see Jotto. There were gunshots, screams, fire, and smoke. He jolted awake, his heart racing.
A dream. It’s just a dream.
Otto reached for the glass of water beside his bed and waited for his heart to stop racing. When he finally calmed down his mind turned to short clips from his past: graduation from high school at sixteen, acceptance into medical school at the age of twenty, and his decision to specialize in psychiatry.
Traumatized as a child by a violent father, and a mother who never found the courage to protect herself or her two children from that violence, Otto decided to commit his life to the treatment of mental and behavioral disorders.
In his final year of medical school, Otto became a research assistant to his favorite teacher, Professor Blundt. Blundt was involved in research to access the subconscious mind by the use of hypnosis. Otto was tantalized by the idea and read everything ever written on the subject. By the time he graduated from medical school, he was able to put people into trances deeper than any of his colleagues deemed possible.
Otto remembered the night he and his lover, Oberleutnant Edmund Heines were invited to a party at the estate of Werner Gott—a personal friend of Adolf Hitler and Heinrich Himmler.
Dressed in the brown uniform of a Nazi Storm Trooper, Otto remembered how powerful, confident and proud he felt standing in that room with its thirty-foot ceilings, surrounded by Gobelins tapestries from France, and paintings by the 15th century Dutch Mannerist painter, Joachim Wtewael.
The crowd grew silent, and people moved aside as Himmler, the newly appointed head of the SS Schutzstaffels, and his friend, SA Chief Roehm approached.
Oberleutnant Heines, it’s good to see you again,” Himmler said in a high-pitched shrill voice, an ingratiating smile on his face as introductions were made.
SA Chief Roehm stared at Edmund, his beetle-like eyes filled with desire. It was obvious to Otto that Roehm, an avowed homosexual, had never gotten over his affair with Edmund.
“It is nice to meet you Doctor Wells,” Roehm said, turning away from Edmund. “We are hearing good things about you. As I am sure you must know, highly educated men with leadership qualities are hard to find. So, we are ecstatic that Edmond brought you to the attention of the Reich.”
Otto remembered standing a little taller.
“Chief Roehm informs me that we have an opening in our exclusive Death’s Head Unit of the SS at the Dachau concentration camp,” Himmler interjected. “Thanks to your friend Edmund’s recommendation,” Himmler winked at Ernst Roehm, “I’ve decided to give you that assignment.”
It was the opportunity Otto had been waiting for—the reason he had endured the suffocating relationship with Edmond.
“That bastard, Roehm,” Edmund hissed, once they were alone, a dumbstruck look of horror on his face. “He promised me you’d be assigned to Berlin so we could be together.”
That was the night Otto decided he would never see Edmund again. The relationship had been contrived from the beginning, nothing more that a vehicle for Hans to move into the inner-circle of the Reich. Now that he was there, he no longer wanted or needed Edmund.
Otto grinned, remembering the invitation he had received months after breaking it off with Edmond. He was working fourteen-hour days at Dachau when he was invited to a dinner party in Himmler’s honor in Munich. He was standing in the mansion’s main salon, transfixed by the fabulous work of the Russian expressionist artist, Alexej von Jawlensky, a member of the New Munich Artist’s association and by the work of the German expressionist, Wassily Kandinsky. When he turned, he found himself face to face with his estranged lover, Edmund.
Edmund sneered, pulling back his lips like a rabid dog. “Why haven’t you returned my calls or answered my notes?”
“I’ve been busy,” Otto said, thankful Edmund’s comments were muffled by the seven-piece orchestra playing in the background. The thought of a scene was so repulsive to Otto he could barely breathe. He leaned into Edmund. “Let’s go outside where we can talk in private.”
They moved through the double doors, across the crowded patio and into the night. The massive lawn was lit by torches and trees swayed in the moonlight. The scent of iris, herbs, and roses drifted on the warm breeze. Otto quickened his pace, holding firmly to Edmund’s arm until they were far enough from the house to been seen or heard.
Edmund turned to Otto, his eyes filled with tears. “Why are you doing this to me? You said you loved me.”
Otto snickered and shrugged his shoulders.
“You used me. You lying, cheating bitch!” Edmund tore his nails across Otto’s face.
Otto seized his arm, twisted it behind his back, and forced him to his knees. “Why did you come here tonight?”
Edmund scrambled to stand. “Why?” he spat. “I belong here, that’s why.” His eyes smoked. He panted. “It’s you who doesn’t belong here. And I intend to make sure they all know it!”
“You’re a fool,” Otto hissed.
“You didn’t think that when I was screwing you and you were screaming for more.”
“Shut the fuck up!” Otto slapped Edmund hard across the mouth. “I never gave a shit about you. You’re a nobody.”
Edmund pummeled Otto with his fists. “Liar. You loved me.”
“You? Never.”
“I know you did.” Edmund stomped his feet and struck out with his fists.
Otto deflected the blows easily. He moved in and grabbed Edmund’s wrists. “Look at me, Edmund.” His voice was deep and precisely measured—his sudden calmness threatening. Edmund grew deathly still, his breath labored. Otto released him and reached into his breast pocket. He removed a slim, silver box and flipped it open. He had hypnotized Edmund dozens of times and knew he would be under in seconds.
“No!” Edmund shook his head back and forth, trying to draw his attention away from the music box that Otto was holding in his hand. His mind ached for the music—an addict needing an opiate fix.
The tune was only a few bars long—the kind of melody that seemed immediately familiar—the kind of melody that remained in your ears long after the music stopped. Edmund’s eyes grew heavy as he lost himself in the tin-like sounds.
“Take a deep breath, my love,” Otto’s voice purred. “You know you can trust me. Go deep inside your mind. You know you can trust the peacefulness that will come. Breathe deeply. Relax. Relax. Relax.”
His inflections were monotonous, beckoning. Otto spoke ever softer, the words drifting around Edmund. “It could be over. You could have peace. Do you want peace, Edmund?” Otto caressed every word.
“Peace…I want peace…to end the misery.” Edmund’s voice was devoid of emotion.
A vicious smile contorted Otto’s handsome face. “I am going to go inside now. You will stay here. When you are ready—this will bring the peace you seek.” He removed Edmund’s gun from its holster and placed it in his hand. “This will take you to a place with no more pain. Peace. Peace forever.”
Otto walked back into the house. He took a glass of champagne from a passing waiter, and then heard what sounded like a car backfiring in the distance. He had known then that Edmond was out of his life.
Otto rubbed his eyes as he pushed the memories from the past aside, pulled up the covers, and fell back to sleep.
The next day
By noon, Hans was bored after spending the morning writing to his comrades in Uruguay. Otto had gone out on what he said was urgent business. Hans didn’t expect him back for hours.
To break the monotony, Hans donned a heavy sweater and went out to explore the grounds of the estate. Heading west, he followed a path through the rolling hills. Twenty minutes later, Hans stood in front of a small cottage a quarter of a mile from the main house. He tried to peer through the grime-covered windows. He used a leaf to rub at the dirt, but it did little good. He could hear the sound of muffled voices as he moved to the front door. Hans turned the handle. It was unlocked and opened easily.
Otto stood with his back to the door. He held a black leather whip in his right hand. A naked boy, just sprouting pubic hair, hung suspended from the ceiling by chains. Otto laughed as blood from the child’s slashed chest dripped onto the floor.
“Yo te bajaré pronto, mi amor,” Otto said. “I’ll take you down soon, my beloved, and then I’ll teach you—”
“Are you crazy?” Hans yelled, finding it hard to believe Otto would risk everything to feed his sexual perversion. He grabbed the whip, fighting an urge to tear his brother-in-law to pieces. “Do you want to ruin everything? Take him down now!”
“How dare you spy on me?” Otto screamed, trembling as he released the boy from his shackles and he crumbled to the floor.
Hans could see from the expression on Otto’s face that he felt no remorse, only shame from being caught. Hans assisted the boy to the king-sized bed. He placed his head on a pillow, as the white velvet comforter turned red.
“Hans, you’re ruining my things.” Otto’s eyes blazed. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to find—”
“Do you think you would have any of this if not for me?” Hans kneeled in order to have better access to the unconscious boy. He smashed his hand against iron stirrups welded to the bed. “Get me some clean water and towels, you sick bastard.”
Otto grunted and swore as he filled a basin with water and dropped a stack of towels on the floor.
“Go back to the house, and send your driver to me,” Hans ordered. “And tell him to hurry!”
Hans washed the boy’s torn flesh. The child moaned but did not open his eyes.
A short time later Eduardo, the chauffeur charged into the cottage. He was a burly man in his early thirties, with small eyes, a round face, and a neatly trimmed beard.
“I found the boy when I was out walking. I have no idea who could have done this to him, but I don’t want any problems.” Hans reached into his pocket and handed the driver three twenty-dollar bills, a month’s pay for the man.
“With boys like this one, señor,” Eduardo winked as he stuffed the bills into his pocket, “these things happen all the time. I will take care of it. I can assure you there won’t be any problems.”
“Thank you, Eduardo. I’m sure my brother-in-law, Dr. Milch will be very generous with you for your efforts.”
* * *
“What the fuck am I going to do with you?” Hans picked up a vase from the table and hurled it across the living room.
“This is Bolivia, for Christ’s sake,” Otto hissed. “He is nothing more than a poor street urchin. What are you so worried about?”
“Jotto’s future. That’s what I’m worried about.” Hans sighed. “I can’t let you put us all at risk. It’s time for us to make a change. It’s been ten years since the war. The Americans are not as vigilant as they once were. I will call in some favors and make arrangements for you to come to the States—permanently.”
Otto scowled and shook his head. “I like it here.”
“Listen to me.” Hans closed the gap between them, and stood inches from his brother-in-law. “I made a vow to our Fuhrer—we all did. Would you put that in jeopardy?”
Otto hung his head.
“I know you love Jotto as much as I do. So, you must do as I say. You’ve indulged yourself long enough. We need you to find a wife and settle down.”
Otto stared at Hans. They had collaborated throughout the war. Their relationship was complicated—Otto had been the teacher, helping Hans to perfect his hypnosis techniques. In the end, Hans had wrestled control away from him.
“I don’t know about a wife. But, I want to be with my sister and if Jotto ….” He shrugged. “I’ll come. Just don’t push me, Hans. I don’t like it. It would serve you well to remember that.”
Chapter 3
Naples, Florida
Otto and Hans carried their drinks from the open veranda into the main house. The late summer sky over Naples turned from turquoise to gray as thunder cracked and the clouds burst, the rain evaporating as it hit the burning, sun-scorched ground.
“You have made great progress with Jotto in the last six months,” Hans said.
Otto smiled, basking in the flattery. “Thank you. She resisted in the beginning but now she is definitely responding to the hypnosis.”
“Now we must think about the future.” Hans handed Otto a brochure. “I have decided to enroll Jotto in boarding school.”
Otto’s face paled. He shook his head. “This is a mistake. The child needs further indoctrinating.”
“I know you don’t want her to go. I don’t either. But, she is almost twelve.” Hans stood and began to pace. “She must start making the right friends. We both know that can’t happen here. And, we will still have the summers with her.” Hans could already imagine the loneliness he would feel with Jotto away.
Otto’s face turned crimson. “Is this why you brought me here? I could have stayed in Bolivia, where at least I had a life!”
“Let’s not digress, Otto. You aren’t here just for Jotto, and you know that. Ilya needs you too.”
“Ilya.” He shrugged, disgusted at how his twin sister had slipped into despondency and addiction. And, while his presence had helped some, his sister was far from being well. He snipped the end of his cigar and lit it, studying the burning tip. “I’m still not convinced Ilya wouldn’t be better off in a hospital.”
“We’ve gotten her sober a dozen times,” Hans said. “What good did it do? Each time she was back drinking within a week. If you can’t help her, what makes you think strangers can?”
Sadness darkened Otto’s face. “It’s just so frustrating. She is better than when I got here, isn’t she?”
“Of course she is. And for that, I thank you.”
* * *
The Mercedes pulled through the gate and came to a stop at the end of the driveway. Otto stood on the front porch waiting for Jotto and Hans.
“How was school, sweetheart?” Otto asked. His enormous blue eyes sparkled as he kissed his niece on the cheek.
“It was fine, Uncle Otto,” Jotto said, following them inside.
The formal living room had two love seats, positioned in front of a ten-foot long glass -topped coffee table, its stone pedestals salvaged from the ruins of a church in Germany. Arranged around the space were six armchairs, all covered in identical Italian ivory silk. Jotto took her seat in the chair nearest the door. Her hands in her lap, she straightened her posture and waited.
“We have something very important to discuss with you,” Hans said, smoothing his mustache.
Jotto tensed. “Have I done something wrong?”
“No. Of course not. It’s about your future. It’s about what’s best for you.”
Jotto tilted her head and scrunched her eyes. It’s always the future. Why can’t they just let me be a kid?
Hans cleared his throat. “You will be going to boarding school next term.”
Jotto’s eyes filled with tears. She stood, her arms crossed over her chest, her eyes defiant. “You want to send me away? Why? I’m getting all A’s. And whatever I don’t learn in school, you teach me.” She scowled. “It’s because of mother, isn’t it? She is the one who doesn’t want me here!”
Hans’s face was set, belying his emotions. “Your mother has nothing to do with this.”
Jotto looked to her uncle.
“You’re mother is very sick.” Otto ran his hand through his hair—shamed for his sister. “But, I promise you, that it is not the reason why you’re going away to school.”
“Then why?” She stamped her foot. “It’s not fair. This is my home. I won’t go.” Jotto stared into her father’s eyes.
Hans’s mouth turned down and his face paled. “You will not be disrespectful.”
Otto placed himself between the two of them. “That’s enough. Let’s all calm down.” He took Jotto’s arm and led her to the loveseat. “You’ve had a charmed life, princess. Your father and I will always do what is right for you. You have to know that.”
Jotto’s face softened.
“The people you will meet in your life will pave the way for you in the future,” Hans said. He lit a cigarette. “You will be an important person some day, and for that to happen, you must befriend the powerful children whose families run this country. That won’t be accomplished by you just going to school in Naples, Florida.”
* * *
Jotto stood in the hallway outside her mother’s closed bedroom door. Her heart pounded and she shivered. This was her only hope, a last ditch effort for someone to intervene. She knocked lightly and entered.
Ilya was laying in bed, propped up on pillows, half-eaten food on a tray beside her. The drapes were drawn and the musty smell of cigarettes clung to the air like mud to a shoe.
Ilya shook her head, the pain building as she focused her bloodshot eyes on Jotto. She could see no resemblance of herself in this child. Jotto’s hair was curly, Ilya’s straight. Jotto’s eyes were almond, Ilya’s round. There was nothing about Jotto, her looks or her personality that evoked even an inkling of love in Ilya. What she did see was the reason for all her misery. Ilya clucked her tongue in disgust. In her twisted mind, it was Jotto’s fault she needed drugs and booze to make it through the day.
Jotto saw the look of disgust pass over her mother’s face. This is going to be a waste of time. She never loved me, Jotto thought, taking a deep breath as she drew closer. “Can I talk with you for a moment?”
Ilya said nothing, just pointed to the chair in front of her dressing table.
Jotto sat with her knees primly together, her hands in her lap.
“I have a headache. What do you want?”
“Father wants to send me away to boarding school. I don’t want to go. Will you talk to him for me?”
Her eyes lit up. She had prayed for this moment. With Jotto gone, she would have Hans all to herself. “What a foolish child. Why would I do that?”
“Please Mother.” Jotto moved to the side of the bed and reached for her mother’s hand. “I don’t want to go away.”
“Stop your whimpering,” Ilya said, slapping Jotto’s hand away. “Get out. You’re making my headache worse.”
The tears stung Jotto’s eyes as she ran down the hall. She did not understand what she had ever done to elicit such hatred from her own mother. The coldness she felt sifted into the very center of Jotto’s being. She switched on the light in her walk-in closet and sat on the floor hugging her knees. There would be no reprieve.
She thought about her two best friends, Missy Lulejian and Nancy Downing. They had formed a secret club and taken a blood oath, cutting their fingers and pressing them together, promising to remain friends forever. At their slumber parties, Jotto had experimented with make-up, tried her first cigarettes, and learned how to dance. Leaving them felt like dying.
Jotto pushed aside her shoe rack and pulled out a box—hidden away from prying eyes. She lifted Betsy, her favorite doll. She was dusty and one of her eyes had fallen out. Jotto clutched the doll to her chest. “They want to send me away and forget about me, just like I forgot about you when I stuffed you in this box. Well, I won’t leave you again, I promise.”
* * *
1952 Groton, Massachusetts
Jotto arrived at Wellsberry, an exclusive all-girl college preparatory school near Boston, with two Louis Vuitton steamer trunks and her father and uncle in tow. After listening to orientation, which included all the rules and regulations and academic expectations, Jotto, her father and uncle walked around the one-hundred and fifty acre campus.
At the stables, a girl around Jotto’s age was riding an Arabian mare, urging her over low jumps, the girl’s body moving forward in the saddle each time the horse left the ground. Jotto could feel her heart beating faster and decided this was something she would master.
At the indoor Olympic-sized swimming pool, three girls were doing laps, their streamlined bodies cutting through the water effortlessly. Jotto’s passion for the water, and her endless hours swimming in the Gulf of Mexico would find a new outlet. She smiled as the smell of chlorine wafted around her. She knew she was going to be happy here.
After saying goodbye to her father and uncle, Jotto went to her room on the third floor of the Mayflower dormitory, a moss-covered brick building nestled amongst the ancient elms and oaks. The room had hardwood floors, two desks, twin beds and a window that overlooked the campus. Her roommate, Melinda Butler was from New York City. She was a curly-haired redhead with freckles, and a quick smile.
“Jotto. That’s an interesting name,” Melinda said as they lay in their beds that night. “But, Jo sounds so much more mysterious. How about we shorten it?”
Jotto let the name roll around in her head. She liked it. She liked it a lot. My first secret, Jo thought, knowing her father would object to the less formal use of her name.
“And you can call me Sweeny.”
“Why Sweeny?” Jo giggled.
“No reason. I just like the name and figure I can be who ever I want now that I am on my own.”
The notion of being on her own at twelve-years-old was so completely outrageous to Jotto she had difficulty with the concept. Yet, hadn’t her new friend changed both their names in an instant?
“You and I are going to be great friends,” Sweeny said. “I knew it the minute I laid eyes on you. Sleep tight and don’t let the bed bugs bite.”
* * *
September 1956
On the first day of their junior year in high school, Sweeny ran into the dorm room and threw her arms around Jo. “I missed you. How was your summer? Mine was fabulous. I met the cutest guy in Italy. What do you think?” Sweeny shook her newly straightened and streaked hair.
“I love it. The blond looks fabulous.” Jo laughed. It was great to be back at school—
great to be back with Sweeny, her roommate for the past four years. Jo was overcome by a sudden feeling of sadness as she thought about the past summer.
She knew how perfect her world looked from the outside: her father was a respected psychiatrist; she lived in a mansion, had beautiful clothes, maids, and fancy cars sat in the driveway. For Jo, living in that house was like living in a bombed-out building—the walls were all still standing but the inside was gutted and scarred.
Jo’s thoughts turned to her father and Uncle Otto. She shivered. She was their puppet. They owned her. No matter how hard Jo tried, she could not comprehend that which is incomprehensible. Just a few words from her uncle and Jo would sink into the abyss, where time became nonexistent. She wished she could tell Sweeny everything, but the very thought made the muscles in her neck ache and her jaw lock. Otto’s hypnosis had assured she would never be able to tell anyone anything.
“Are you alright?” Sweeny asked.
“Just thinking about getting back into shape.”
Sweeny swatted Jo’s rear. “Miss Iron Butt, tell your tale of woe to someone else.”
Jo glanced at the trophies on her dresser and the ribbons tacked to the corkboard. She picked up the framed picture of Derby Day, an Arabian with strong legs and a noble heart. Each time they left the ground and successfully cleared a gate Jo felt triumphant and powerful, an athlete controlling her own destiny.
Jo pulled on her boots and shrugged into her parka. “See you later. My steed calls.”
* * *
The alarm clock buzzed, piercing the quiet. Sweeny swore and put the pillow over her head as Jo mashed the button and got out of bed, the familiar pull present, just as it always was.
Jo needed to see what was happening in the world. She jogged to the headmaster’s office in order to read the Boston Globe and the Washington Post, berating herself the entire way for her ridiculous obsession, an obsession she was unable to resist.
Jo was sitting on a chair in the outer office, a cup of coffee in one hand, the Globe spread out on the wooden table in front of her when Judge Walker, a retired federal judge who volunteered as the debate coach for Wellsberry sat down beside her.
“Miss Wells, may I have a word with you?” he asked, his eyes twinkling behind a pair of thick glasses. He had a bulbous nose, large ears, a scraggly mustache, and silver hair. Jo liked him on sight. “Certainly.”
“I have been told by your instructors that you have great analytical prowess and an inquisitive nature. Would you say that is a fairly accurate assessment of you?”
Jo blushed. “Yes, sir.”
“Good. Then it is settled. You will join the debate team.”
“I am flattered but I have too much…”
“Young lady, I know you have many extracurricular activities. That is one of the reasons I want you. Find the time to do this. It will assure your acceptance into the very best university.”
Jo nodded and smiled. She would make the time.
Debate became her catharsis. She learned to expound her thoughts without restraint, taking apart issues bit by bit and then expanding her views. Her political knowledge and persuasive reasoning, along with her passion brought her to the state finals in her senior year.
“I’ve been thinking a lot about you,” Judge Walker said as they were strolling to the gym for a practice session. “I know it’s an unlikely profession for a girl, but I think you should consider pursuing a career in law. Radcliffe would give you access to my alma mater, Harvard. And, I would be pleased to recommend you if you choose to apply.”
Jo and Sweeny had already made the decision to practice law, but to hear the judge, a man Jo had come to admire, advise her to take such a path, it was a glorious moment. “Thank you, sir. I am honored you think so highly of me.”
Chapter 4
December 1957
Jo spent Christmas vacation of her senior year with Sweeny’s family in Gstadt, Switzerland. Sweeny’s parents, Thomas and Janet Butler were easy-going liberals who left the girls alone while they went off hobnobbing with their jet-set friends. Surrounded by majestic alpine mountains, the girls skied from morning till night. Tempted by the excitement, Jo talked Sweeny into a mountain climbing trip.
Four hours into the adventure, Jo slammed her ankle against a rock as she was traversing the mountain and broke her ankle. She had to be taken out by helicopter and between the pain and the shame, Jo was miserable. She spent the rest of her vacation in a cast, sitting by the fireplace, trying not to mope as Sweeny brought her chocolates and recounted stories from her adventures each day.
When they returned to school, Jo continued her recuperation. She had kept the news from her father and uncle, fearful they would make her come home.
She was sitting with her foot on a stool, the cast having just been removed when Sweeny swept into the room.
“Feeling any better?” Sweeny asked.
“I’m fine. Just glad to have the cast off.”
“Good timing, my dear friend. Because we’re having a mixer next weekend with Groton.”
Jo made a face.
“Come on. It’ll be fun,” Sweeny said.
“You can’t really believe that? They’re a bunch of boring, uptight snobs with attitudes. I’d rather stay home and read,” Jo said.
“Well you don’t have a choice. It’s mandatory that you attend.”
* * *
January, 1958
Jo sat on a wooden chair in a dance hall decorated with streamers and balloons. At seventeen, she was five feet eight inches tall with blond-white hair that fell in soft curls down her back. Porcelain-skinned, her sapphire eyes slanted with a hint of Asia. Jo didn’t see herself as beautiful, and she hated dances. She was always the tallest girl, and she felt gawky and awkward. Besides, the thought of flirting—what could be more ridiculous?
She listened with half an ear as her friends gossiped about the boys standing in tight little groups on the other side of the dance floor, trying to get up the courage to bridge the distance and ask one of them to dance.
“Oh my God, there’s Andy Taxton. He spends his summers at the Kennedy compound in Hyannis Port. I think he’s headed this way,” Kate Wilson said. She made a fanning motion with her hand. “He’s so fabulous looking. I think I’m gonna faint. Oh please, God, let him ask me to dance,” she squealed, straightening her skirt and throwing back her shoulders.
Despite herself, even Jo felt a quiver of anticipation as she watched Andy approach. He was, after all, quarterback of the Groton football team, and he was handsome in a rugged, out-of-doors sort of way. His hair was blue-black and he had aquamarine eyes. His nose was a little wide and his ears stuck out a bit, but the imperfections worked, somehow making him even more alluring. Jo’s breath caught in her throat.
“How about dancing with me, beautiful?” Andy said to Jo with a toothy grin.
“No thank you,” Jo said. “I don’t dance.”
“Because your ankle still hurts?”
“My ankle is fine.” Why would he know about my ankle? Jo waited for him to turn away.
“Look,” he paused and glanced across the room. “I’ve just made a five dollar bet with my friends that you’d dance with me at least once.” Andy flashed an impish grin. “You won’t be sorry. I happen to be a really nice guy.”
Jo smiled. Her pulse quickened.
“You can’t turn me down. My life would be ruined. I’d never regain my self-confidence, and all my dreams of being famous would bite the dust! Do you really want that on your conscience?” he said.
Jo laughed. Andy took her hand. He was a good six inches taller and for that alone Jo was thankful. On the dance floor, they moved to the Everly Brothers, Bye Bye Love.
“My name’s Anderson Reginald Taxton but my friends call me Andy.”
“Nice to meet you, Andy. I’m Jotto Wells, and my friends call me Jo.” Jo was fascinated by Andy’s self-confidence and by the way his eyes sparkled when he smiled. His suit was expertly tailored and his dress shirt starched to perfection. It was clear to see why half the girls in her school had a crush on him.
“I hear you’re quite the adventurer,” Andy said, laughing as he spun her under his arm.
“Clumsy would be more accurate.” Jo looked into his eyes. Pat Boone’s, Love Letters in the Sand began. Jo had butterflies in her stomach as he held her for the slow dance. “How do you know so much about me?”
“Are you kidding?” Andy’s eyes settled on her. “How could I not know about you? You’re captain of the debate team, a fabulous horsewoman, a great swimmer and . . .”
“Enough!” She flushed red and smiled demurely. He held her a little tighter. She rested her head on his shoulder, her heart hammered and her mouth went dry.
When the last danced played and the lights were turned up, Jo couldn’t believe that the evening was over and that they had danced all night.
Andy took Jo’s hand, moving with her to the doorway. “Thank you.”
“For letting you win your bet?”
“No. For letting me get to know you,” Andy said, kissing Jo on the cheek before he turned and walked away.
Jo tossed and turned all night. She had never met anyone like Andy. He made her laugh, and he made her feel beautiful. He didn’t even ask for my number. If he doesn’t call, I’ll just die. I will. I really will.
As the sun peeked through the venetian blinds, she got out of bed and stood in front of her mirror. You’re just a small town girl who doesn’t know the first thing about how to act with a boy. He won his stupid five dollars! That’s all he wanted. A tear slipped down her cheek. She wiped it away.
Sweeny walked into the room wrapped in a towel. “Honey, are you okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“No you’re not. You’re standing in front of the mirror crying.”
“I liked him. I really did. And he didn’t even ask for my number.”
“He was crazy about you.” Sweeny’s gaze skimmed over Jo. “Anyone with eyes could see that. He’ll call. You’ll see.”
* * *
That evening Jo sat at her desk, rereading the same page over and over again, unable to concentrate. There was a knock on the door.
“Miss Wells, you have a phone call,” the hall monitor said.
She padded into the hall in her bare feet, not at all in the mood to talk with her father. She picked up the dangling phone.
“Hello, Father.”
“Hello beautiful.”
“Who is this?” Jo’s knees wobbled.
“An admirer who’ll drop dead if he doesn’t see those fabulous blue eyes of yours before the sun rises on another day.” Andy said, sounding more confident than he really felt.
Jo laughed. “Andy Taxton, you’re outrageous.”
“I’m also serious. I’m going crazy, Jo. I’ve got to see you. We have to talk.”
“That’s impossible. There’s a curfew,” Jo said.
“Nothing’s impossible. Just ask one of your friends how they manage it. I’ll meet you at the soda fountain on Main Street at ten-thirty. Please be there, Jo. Please.”
The phone went dead.
Jo knew her schoolmates had ingenious plans of escape from campus after lights out. Even Sweeny had snuck out a few times. Jo had never had the desire to join them but tonight she did.
* * *
The Wagman’s Drug store on Main Street had red vinyl booths, black and white Formica tables and a soda fountain. It was filled with students from Groton and Wellsberry, all breaking curfew. Jo and Andy sat in a booth and shared a banana split.
Jo’s eyes darted around the room every few seconds.
“What’s wrong?” Andy asked.
“If I get caught, and my father finds out, I’m dead.”
“Come on. He can’t be that bad.”
“You mean your father wouldn’t be angry?”
Andy shook his head.
“You’re lucky. My father doesn’t believe in breaking the rules. It probably has something to do with his German background,” Jo said.
Andy made a face. “Right. Like the Germans didn’t break any rules.”
Jo fixed him with a hard glare. “What’s that suppose to mean?”
“Nothing. I’m sorry. It didn’t come out right.”
Jo put her hands in her lap and looked down. She knew the perception people had about Germans. Who could blame them? Look what they did in the war.
“Come on,” Andy said. “We can’t be having our first fight so soon.”
Jo found herself smiling. “Okay. If you don’t want me to be mad at you, then tell me all about yourself, and be sure to add something that nobody else in the whole world knows.”
Andy stiffened. “I’m a private kind of guy. I don’t like to talk about myself very much.”
“Good. Then telling me will be even more special.”
“Okay. Here’s the condensed version of my life. I grew up in a privileged and happy home. I’m the only child of an oil baron millionaire father, who dreamed of his son—now don’t you dare laugh—becoming president, and a socially prominent mother who can trace her genealogy back to the Mayflower.”
“Wow!” Jo leaned forward. “President?”
“I know how it sounds. I still have trouble saying it out loud. But, you said you wanted to hear something no one else knows.”
“This is fantastic. Go on.” Jo was actually flirting and she liked the effect it was having on Andy.
“They started grooming me from the time I could talk. My mother, Sarah Eaton Taxton is a straight-laced lady who can be a real pain in the ass. But, she’s the one with all the connections, and I’m crazy about her.”
Jo was happy that Andy had a mother he loved so much. She only wished she had something nice to say about her own mother.
“My father, Anderson,” Andy continued, “was born and raised in Texas—the son of poor dirt farmers. He has a really deep Southern accent and when people first meet him, they think he’s some dumb Southerner. I can assure you, that’s the farthest thing from the truth. He attended Harvard on a full scholarship and graduated first in his class.”
“He sounds like an extraordinary man,” Jo said.
“He is. The people who know him revere him. He could have been president. But, he had just too good a time growing up, and my mother was mortified at the thought of anyone snooping into his past.”
Jo dabbed her lips with the napkin, wondering what it would be like to confide in Andy about her family.
Andy continued, “I guess that’s why my father is so intent on me having a political career. He always said, and I quote, ‘I just couldn’t hurt your mama. You my son are a different matter. You’ll go to the best schools, and you’ll keep your nose clean, and then when the time is right, you’ll enter politics. You got your mama’s blood, and it runs blue, my boy. Blue enough for you to be president one day.” Andy said, his impression of a Southern accent flawless.
Jo couldn’t stop smiling. First Lady. Mrs. Reginald Anderson Taxton. Wouldn’t my father and uncle be pleased?
* * *
Life changed for Jo after that evening at the soda fountain. She still studied hard and kept up with all her activities, but her thoughts always came back to Andy. She could be in the middle of a debate, and his face would flash in her head, all perfect teeth, and impish smile. Or, looking down as she held Derby Day’s reins, she would see his hands, the way his pinky finger swelled at the knuckle from a football injury. She would be doing laps in the pool and his voice would taunt her, her body aching to be with him.
They talked for hours about everything: their pasts, their futures, their likes, and dislikes. Jo portrayed her family as if a script had been written, and she was reading from that script. She knew the picture she painted was a lie, but could not stop herself from repeating what was programmed in her brain.
If Andy knew the truth, she thought, that my uncle and father hypnotize me and fill my head with God knows what, and that I have a mother who hates me, takes too many pills, and spends most of her days in bed, he would never see him again. Perhaps this way is better.
In mid-March, Andy managed to borrow a friend’s car. They drove to the bluff overlooking the city. In the backseat with the windows steamed and their breath coming in short hungry gasps, Jo let Andy touch her body in places no one had ever touched before. It excited her, the feeling, the danger, the being naughty.
As they sat in the car, rain battering the roof, Jo glanced at her watch. “Yikes. It’s 2:00 a.m. We have to go!”
“A few more minutes.” Andy kissed her neck, her cheek, her mouth.
Jo loved the feel of his breath against her face, the smell of his hunger.
“God, I want you.” He slid his hand up her leg. “Please…don’t stop me.”
Jo wiggled and pushed his hand away.
“I can’t stand it,” Andy said. “At least help me.”
Before Jo realized what was happening, he had taken her hand and was rubbing it over his erection. Jo gasped and yanked her hand away. She was no longer having fun. “What are you doing?” Her voice was tense and angry.
“You’re a tease.” Andy fixed her with a hard glare. “I have blue balls, for Christ sake!”
Jo cringed at the anger beneath the words. “Anderson Taxton. How dare you talk to me like that? I’m not that kind of girl.”
Andy bit on the knuckle of his thumb. “I know that, damn it! If all I wanted was sex, there are plenty of takers.” His eyes flashed.
“Then maybe you should find one. Because I’m saving myself for my husband on my wedding night.”
Andy raised his hands in surrender. “Enough. I don’t want to fight.” He opened the car door and moved to the front seat. Jo followed.
He put his hands on the wheel to stop them from shaking and stared into the night. Then he turned to Jo with a thoughtful, sober expression. “I love you and being without you over spring break is going to be horrible.”
“You what?” Jo’s mouth felt parched and she could hardly swallow.
Andy held her eyes. “I love you, Jotto Wells.”
“Oh, my God. You do?” Jo started to cry. “I love you too.” She closed her eyes and rested her head on his chest. He loves me.
Chapter 5
Spring Break, 1957
Naples, Florida
“Welcome home, Miss Wells,” the butler said, opening the car door for Jo.
Maybelle and Jenny, the cook and housekeeper, bounded down the front steps. “Look at this child, will you? She gets prettier every day.” Jenny planted a kiss on Jo’s cheek.
“I do declare, for once in your life you speak the absolute truth. Give me some sugar,” Maybelle said, throwing her arms around Jo.
Jo laughed. If there was anything worth leaving Andy for, it was these ladies. They had fed her, cared for her and always loved her. “I missed you both so much.”
Maybelle held Jo away from her and clicked her tongue. “What’s that sparkle in your eye? You find yourself some nice young man?”
“Oh, how you do go on. Leave the child alone. She not even in the front door yet,” Jenny scolded. “She tell us in good time. Won’t you child?”
Jo laughed. “What would I do without the two of you? Are my parents home?”
“They went to Ft. Myers early this morning with your uncle. Your momma has some new doctor that seems to be fixing her up real good. They should be home soon.”
“Then I think I’ll take a quick swim. I’ll see you in a little while.”
“And then we’ll talk?”
“Yes, Maybelle. And then we’ll talk.”
* * *
Jo looked around her bedroom. Everything was exactly as she had left it—the stuffed animals on the bed, the books on her desk, the record player, the records, the Elvis Presley, Nat King Cole and Ricky Nelson posters, and yet it seemed diminished, less important, as if she had grown larger and everything else had shrunk—as if she were a stranger to all that she had grown up with. She took her doll, Betsy out of the suitcase and put her on the bed. The time for dolls and make-believe were past. Jo was ready to be an adult.
* * *
With a faint smile on her face Jo walked passed the pool, her raft in one hand, sunglasses in the other. She followed the sandy path, her eyes crinkling against the sun. It was a dazzling, cloudless day. Sandspurs clung to her ankles, their needled barbs biting her skin. She tugged them off and kept walking. When she reached the line of sea grape trees that guarded the gulf, she paused on the snow-white sand and looked with dancing eyes over the shimmering Gulf. A seagull swooped into the water and came up with a fish dangling from its mouth.
I’m home.
She ran into the sea, paddling past the breakers—floating on the current until the shore became a smooth line on the horizon. The sea was her refuge, her strength, a place she had always retreated when she was confused and frightened, or when she needed to escape the scrutiny of her father and uncle.
As always with the stillness came the questions. Why have they always tried to fill my heart with hate? What will become of me? A new thought emerged, one she had never had before. They can’t hurt me, not any more.
Jo closed her eyes and drifted. She felt empowered and secure that the sea would protect her. As she floated, she reflected on the conversation she had with Andy the night before she left for home.
“I know you’re waiting to hear from Smith and Radcliffe. But, what are we going to do if you don’t get into Radcliffe? We’ll never get to see each other,” Andy had said, intertwining his fingers with hers. They had been sitting under an elm in the commons at Groton.
Jo wanted to go to Radcliffe more than anything in the world, but her chances, while good, were not assured. “We’ll just have to find a way to see each other on weekends.”
“We don’t have to settle for that.” Andy’s eyes had turned determined. “Wesleyan is a great school and it’s close to Harvard. They’d take you in a heartbeat.”
Jo felt her stomach lurch. “Andy, it’s way past application time. Besides, Wesleyan is not as good a school as Smith or Radcliffe.” Jo felt insulted. “I’ve worked my entire life to get into the best university. You wouldn’t settle for second best and neither will I.” Jo knew she was being stubborn but if they were going to have a relationship, he needed to understand she was not like other girls. Her life wasn’t just about getting married and having babies. She wanted more.
“I’m sorry.” His face had scrunched up as if he was about to cry. “It’s just that I can’t stand the thought of being without you.”
Now, as she lay drifting, with Andy far away, she was frightened. What if he really didn’t understand her need for a career? What if she didn’t get into Radcliffe? Would he find someone else—a girl that would go all the way and steal him from her? She squeezed her eyes shut and pushed away all the negative thoughts. Andy loved her and things would work out, as they should.
* * *
Jo cut around to the side of the house where the limousine was parked. She slipped into the side door, cut through the pantry and took the back stairs to the second floor. Dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, hair still wet from her swim, she knocked on her mother’s door.
“Who is it?”
Jo pushed open the door. The shades were drawn and the room had the familiar smell of stale cigarette smoke. Ilya lay propped on a lounger, a glass of tea in her hand, a magazine on her lap.
“Hello Mother.” Jo approached. She bent down and kissed Ilya on the cheek, surprised at how fragile her forty-seven year-old mother appeared. Her skin seemed translucent, with broken blood vessels dotting her drooping cheeks. Her eyelids had tired folds and feathered lines framed her mouth. “How are you feeling?”
“As good as can be expected.” Ilya squinted her eyes and studied Jo. “You’ve turned into a very beautiful young woman,” she said, her inflection more accusatory than complimentary. “How long will you be home?”
“Just a couple of weeks.”
“Then we’ll have time to talk later. I need to rest now.”
Jo wanted to scream, not at her mother, but at herself. Had she really expected a warm reception? Why would it be different than it always was? Why couldn’t she accept that? She was simply not important to her mother.
* * *
Hans and Otto were sitting on the veranda when Jo approached. They stood, the joy evident on their smiling faces. Jo noticed a few more wrinkles around her father’s green eyes, and his hair had thinned a little, but compared to her mother, he looked like the model of good health. Her uncle, with his longish blond hair and his mischievous blue-eyed grin always reminded her of an aging rock star. He laughed and twirled her around.
“You’re gorgeous. How do I make it through even a day when you are away?”
“Sorry we weren’t home when you got here,” Hans said, kissing his daughter on both cheeks. “You look well. Have you seen your mother yet?”
Jo nodded. “Just now.”
“Good,” her father said. “Here, sit under the umbrella. It’s hotter than hell today.” Hans took the bell from the table and shook it several times.
Jenny poked her head out the sliding glass door of the kitchen. “I don’t need no calling. I knows what you want. I’ll be out real soon with some lemonade, Miss Jotto,” she said, slamming the door.
“That woman is incorrigible,” Hans sneered.
Jo smiled. No one else could talk to her father that way. “How’s married life, Uncle Otto?”
His mouth curled in a lazy smile. Otto had married Elaine Swift, a small-time actress who was willing to put up with his bi-sexuality as long as she had unlimited money to spend and the freedom to have a voice in their threesomes. As a reward for her silence and obedience, Otto spoiled her with expensive jewelry and a mansion in Port Royal, the exclusive enclave where the Gulf of Mexico sat to the west, Gordon Pass to the south and Naples Bay to the east.
“Better than I ever imagined. Elaine went to Miami for a few days of shopping. I’m afraid I’ll be a poor man by the time she returns,” Otto said, not sorry he had given up his lifestyle for Jotto’s future—for the plan.
Jo laughed. “You’ve never looked better. Uncle Otto, please don’t think me rude, but I need to speak with Father alone.”
Otto’s face flushed, and he dropped her hand. “I have a phone call to make anyway.” Otto balled his fists as he walked away, angry at being dismissed.
Jo took a deep breath and looked at her father. She needed to be calm, to sound confident. “I’ve met someone at school—someone very special. I’ve made some decisions I need to discuss with you.” She lifted her head and continued, “His name is Anderson Taxton. He’s going to Harvard in the fall. I’m hoping to get accepted to Radcliffe so we can be together.” There, I said it. Jo blinked back her fear and waited for his reaction.
Hans scowled, an act to remind his daughter that he could still turn her dreams away. In truth, he was ecstatic. He knew all about Jotto and her boyfriend, Anderson Taxton. A private investigator followed Jotto everywhere, and had from the moment she first left home. Hans knew about her evening trysts with the young man. What he hadn’t known, but had certainly hoped for, was that they were in love. He smiled. “I am not pleased that you are making such momentous decisions without my approval . . . and I will certainly not acquiesce until I’ve met this young man of yours.”
Jo blinked several times. Did I just hear that? He’s willing to meet Andy?
“We’ll finish our conversation over lunch, then you can tell your Uncle Otto and me all about Anderson Taxton.”
Jo jumped up and threw her arms around her father. She kissed his cheek and ran from the porch. Her mind was racing as she charged up the stairs to her room. She grabbed the phone and dialed Andy’s private home number.
“Andy it’s me. I told him about us and he wants to meet you.”
There was silence. Jo feared he had changed his mind and didn’t want her anymore. Tears burned her eyes and then she heard him laugh.
“Get that guest room ready because I’m going to be on the next plane out!”
***
Beaumont, Texas
The Taxton ranch sat on twenty-five hundred acres of prime real estate. The south end of the property jutted up to the Neches River, just thirty miles upstream from the Gulf of Mexico.
The property had a skeet shooting range, bowling alley, private movie theater, tennis courts, three swimming pools, and a private airstrip.
Andy’s quarters were in the east wing of the twenty-thousand square foot mansion. He had a private kitchen with his own chef and a full gymnasium. His room was filled with football memorabilia, family photos, and books. He pressed the intercom on his desk, his father answered immediately. “Have you a moment to see me, father?”
“I always have time for you, son,” Anderson said, his voice booming. “You just hightail it right over here and we’ll have ourselves some nice sweet tea.”
His father rose from the desk, an original Duncan Phyfe. The room was decorated in early-American furniture, over-stuffed and comfortable. Like the man himself, it looked lived-in and inviting, but anyone who received an invitation to visit Anderson’s home knew that it was all an illusion—there was nothing casual about him. Anderson was six feet tall but appeared larger. He had wide shoulders, a massive chest, and legs like tree trunks. Perpetually tan, his face was deeply lined, and he always looked in need of a shave. His blue-black hair was streaked with white and heavy eyebrows accentuated his inquisitive turquoise eyes.
Anderson hugged his son, greeting him as if they hadn’t seen each other in days, instead of hours. “The place isn’t the same when you’re away. Now, what can I do for you?” Anderson moved back to his desk. Andy sat in the leather armchair across from him.
“I have something important to discuss with you, Dad.”
“You in some kinda trouble, boy? You go and knock-up some pretty young thing?”
“No. It’s nothing like that. I have met a girl. Her name’s Jotto Wells.”
Anderson raised his eyebrows. “We have a goal, son, and that goal does not include you getting involved with anyone. It will only distract you.”
“I love her, Father.”
“For Christ’s sake, you’re still a kid,” Anderson said, his southern drawl intensifying his intended sarcasm. “You’ll be in love a hundred times before you find the right one.”
“That may have been true for you, Father, but it isn’t for me. You’ll change your mind when you meet her. She’s smart, beautiful, athletic, and strong-willed, which should fit right in with this family.”
“And her family?” Anderson asked, his eyes angry and challenging. “Just what do you know about them?”
“She’s from a small town in Florida. Her father’s a psychiatrist, and she’s an only child.” Andy could see the darkness in his father’s eyes. It terrified him.
“Do you know what makes a great first lady? Do you know what it means to come from a good family? I love you son, but sometimes you’re a God-damned fool!” His father’s voice had risen with every word until he was shouting.
“What are you talking about?” Andy yelled back. “You don’t even know her!”
“I know what I need to know.” Anderson shot back, suddenly very angry. “I’ve spent eighteen years of my life making it my business to know what my boy does. You don’t wipe your ass without me knowing.”
“You spy on me? How dare you?” Andy hissed, feeling betrayed and furious. He stood, his eyes blazing. “I am not listening to another word you have to say.”
“You put your ass back in that chair,” Anderson commanded, “and stop acting like a fool.”
“It’s my life. You can’t tell me what to do,” Andy shouted, staring at his father.
“She will ruin your career,” Anderson said, drawing out every syllable.
“What are you talking about?”
Anderson took a deep breath. “Your sweet little lady is the daughter of a Nazi. That’s what I’m talking about.”
“That’s ridiculous. Her father is a doctor.” Andy felt his life spinning out of control.
“He’s a Nazi!” Anderson let his words hang in the air as he lit a cigar. “If you’re serious about becoming president, you can’t have a Nazi father-in-law. It’s up to you boy. Consider this your first real test. Do you have what it takes? It’s time to find out before we waste anymore time.”
* * *
Andy sat in his room for an hour, pondering his next move. He needed to talk with his mother, Sarah. She would help him make sense of all of this. He found her in the greenhouse tending the prized orchids she so adored. Andy leaned against the table and watched her. She was dressed in a flowered shirtwaist, a wide-brimmed straw hat, sunglasses and gardening gloves. Her once slim body had thickened with age; she had lines around her eyes and her skin crinkled where once it was smooth. She was like the flowers she tended, her petals withered, her color faded.
She gave her son a tender look. “I talked with your father and I know you’re hurting. That just breaks my heart. And, I know you think you’ll never be happy again but, in this life, we have to be willing to make compromises. You’re handsome, brilliant and moneyed. The right woman will come along.”
“You married Father and he wasn’t . . .”
“He was a good American.” She bore her eyes into his. “Just tell the young lady it’s over. Believe me, that’s the most humane way to do it. Just call and end it.”
* * *
Andy sat on a lawn chair overlooking the stables, a bottle of gin beside him, a glass in his hand. Tears of anger, disillusionment, and grief burned his eyes as he watched the horses graze in the ankle-high grass. His mind gyrated like a windmill, his thoughts rushing out of control. He had known about Jo’s family emigrating from Germany, and had never given it a second thought. He swigged the gin, waiting for it to do its work—then he would be able to think.
Jo’s father a Nazi? Andy knew his father would never level that type of accusation without proof. Did Jo know? Had she lied to him? Of course she lied. That’s why she so rarely spoke about her family. Andy was growing angry—needed to be angry. How else would he find the courage to break it off? How else could he survive without her?
By the time Andy stumbled into his room, the sun had set and his mind was numb. His only emotion was a tiny ache in the pit of his belly. He had trouble focusing his eyes as he dialed Jo’s number and dropped the phone twice.
“Andy, what happened? I’ve been waiting for your call all day.”
“I”…he faltered; the sound of her voice was like a knife twisting in his gut. I have no choice. The room was spinning and he felt sick. “I don’t know how to tell you this but—”
“But what?” Jo’s voice cracked. “Andy, what’s going on?”
“It’s not going to work.” Andy said, his mouth dry as cotton. Don’t think. Just get it said. “We are too young. We need to see other people. I’m really sorry. Really I am.”
Jo’s head pounded, and she felt dizzy. “You said you loved me.”
“People say a lot of things they shouldn’t say. And sometimes they don’t say the things they should say.” Andy knew he was talking in circles. “Next time you have a boyfriend, try being more truthful.”
“What are you talking about?” Jo’s teeth began to chatter as tears stung the corners of her eyes.
“It doesn’t matter anymore. Good-bye Jo.”
Jo slipped to the floor, her legs splayed before her. She buried her face in her hands and wept.
Part 2
Chapter 6
October 1958
Northampton, Massachusetts
Jo lugged her always-too-heavy book bag as she strolled the crisscrossed pebble paths that led to her dorm at Smith College. The leaves had reached their zenith—golden yellow, cherry red, and burnt purple.
She watched in sullen jealousy as couples strolled arm in arm, chatting, and laughing. It had been months, and Jo knew it was time to forget but the pain refused to subside, residing in the pit of her belly, and burning like an ulcer.
It’s the beauty of Fall, Jo thought. It brings back the memories of Andy, his eyes, his voice, the broken dreams and promises. Jo took a deep breath and quickened her pace, pushing aside her melancholy mood.
She had enrolled in comparative religion, politics, and international business and would soon declare an economics major; a move her advisor said was the best pathway into law school. For now, she was enjoying the eclectic nature of her studies. She smiled, despite the looming deadline three term papers posed.
Jo thought about the school’s open academic philosophy, one that espoused a woman’s entitlement to enter fields traditionally held by men. She knew it was the reason her intellect had soared. Being surrounded by other young women with aspirations as high as hers gave her strength. The possibilities burned in her belly.
* * *
Jo found time to join the equestrian and swimming teams, and on the weekends, she took long aimless walks under the cauliflower clouds. In her last year, she met Ron Studdard, a medical student from UMass. She liked him, and thought they might have a future. When he began insisting they have sex, Jo became cynical. When he professed his love for her, she broke it off. Jo was too afraid to be in love again.
* * *
1962, New York City
Jo was admitted to New York University Law School. She lived in Greenwich Village on Commerce Street, in a Federal–style brick town home with a hip roof and fanlight entrance. It was given to her by her father after she graduated Magna Cum Laude from Smith College.
Jo convinced her boarding school roommate, Sweeny to share her three story, two bedroom home. Sweeny had graduated from Cornell and enrolled in law school at her father’s alma mater, Columbia.
Jo was sitting at her desk in the book-lined study when Sweeny barged in, waving something in her hand. “I have tickets for Edward Albee’s play, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf.” She placed the tickets on the desk. “Sixth row center, compliments of my father.”
“I’d really love to go, but I have too much. . .”
“You’re really pitiful.” Sweeny picked up the tickets and waved them under Jo’s nose. “It’s one thing to refuse every man who asks you out, but being in New York City for months and never seeing a Broadway play, that’s obscene.”
Jo sighed. “That’s not fair. First of all, I date, and you know it.”
“Yeah. Right. That’s why you are the only virgin graduate student left in the city.” Sweeny pulled Jo out of the chair. “Go. Get dressed. I’m not taking no for an answer.”
* * *
The curtain rose. The French actor, Robert Osborne, still handsome at fifty-one, stood center stage. He was slim and fit, with broad shoulders, blond hair streaked silver and a face that showed his years. His blue-green eyes twinkled and his smile still radiated a sexiness and danger women of all ages found irresistible. Applause broke out the moment he spoke.
Robert played the part of the aging professor, George. Jo was fascinated by the way his eyes flashed when he spoke, the way his hand gestures seemed so intimate. She felt a profound connection—as if he were performing just for her.
“My God, he’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.” She fanned herself with the program.
Sweeny leaned in. “So, you do like men after all.”
Jo laughed. “I like that man.”
When the play ended, Jo clapped until her hands stung. “Oh my God!” She hugged Sweeny. “Thank you so much. This has been the most fabulous night of my life.”
Sweeny put her arm around Jo as they made their way up the isle. “Sweetie, if that’s true, then we have to get you out a lot more.”
* * *
Jo sprawled on the couch in the den. The Kingston Trio played on the hi-fi as she read through a chapter on Tort law. Her mind kept wandering, and she found it impossible to concentrate. Jo had fallen in love with the theater. In the two weeks since seeing the Albee play, she had seen, A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, Stop the World I Want to Get Off and Little Me.
It wasn’t just Broadway that beckoned and turned her brain to mush. Jo was obsessed by Robert Osborne. She had seen his play three times. At night, when the moon rose to its apex and the stars filled the sky, Robert Osborne became Jotto Wells’s fantasy lover. As she touched herself, she could imagine his kisses and his hands exploring her body.
* * *
Sweeny walked into the room, threw her coat over the back of the chair, and collapsed on the sofa next to Jo. “It’s friggin freezing outside,” she said, her lips chapped, her cheeks purple-red. “Here’s your early birthday present.” Sweeny handed Jo an envelope.
Jo’s eyes lit up as she slipped her finger under the flap. Her eyes grew wide. “Are these what I think they are?”
“You betcha. Backstage passes to meet Monsieur Robert Osborne, in person, in the flesh, up close.”
Jo jumped up, knocked her books to the floor, and hugged Sweeny. “How did you ever pull this off?”
“Daddy. I told him you were madly in love, and that’s all he had to hear. One phone call and poof—passes to meet the man!” Sweeny winked at her friend. “Anything to get you laid, girl.”
* * *
Who’s Afraid of Virgina Wolf
December 1962
Jo and Sweeny made their way down the isle of the Billy Rose Theater. Sweeny wore a black velvet dress, sassy spiked heals, her red hair pulled into a twist. Jo wore a slinky black Missoni knit dress and black pumps. Her hair, which had always curled down the center of her back, had been cut earlier in the day to shoulder length. The shorter hair accentuated her sapphire eyes and the dimples in her cheeks. People turned their heads and stared as the girls moved into the third row.
The moment the performance began Jo was transported into Robert Osborne’s character, George. She had memorized the lines and knew what his expressions would be, how he would shift his eyes, walk, smile.
As the play neared its end, she found herself in a state of awe, her stomach churning as she worried what clever thing she might say to make the great actor notice and remember her when they met. She tugged at the bodice of her dress to let a bit more cleavage show.
When the final lines were spoken, the curtain fell to a round of thunderous applause. Robert stood center stage, surrounded by the cast, as the curtain opened again. He smiled at the cheers and bowed.
He closed his eyes for a moment, reaching out for the vision of his wife, and leading lady, Morgan. Although she had been dead for more than a quarter of a century, for that instant the pain of her loss was reborn. He greeted the grief as one might greet a lover—with open arms. For the audience he appeared to be reaching out to them, in truth he was reaching out for Morgan—the need to remember and hurt as important to Robert as breathing. He took another bow and left the stage.
Robert pushed open the dressing room door. William Belmont, his manager and best friend for over thirty-five years stood at the portable bar putting ice in a glass.
He smiled, thinking what an unlikely pair they were. William kept his grey hair unfashionably short, accentuating a large nose, chubby cheeks, and narrow lips. He wore thick horn-rimmed glasses that magnified his cloudy gray eyes. He was dressed in a pinstriped navy-blue suit, white shirt and his ever-present bow tie.
William smiled at Robert and his face turned cherubic, all teeth and creases. “You have a crowd waiting to meet you,” William said, handing him a scotch and a wet towel.
Robert scrubbed the make-up from his face and then changed into a pair of navy slacks and an alpaca sweater. He was tired and would have gladly gone home. He didn’t understand why people were so fascinated with actors or why they were so anxious to meet him. He was no different from anyone else, just a man doing his job—a man just trying to live life the best way he could. “Let’s get it over with. It’s been a really long day.”
Robert stood in the middle of the room as people jockeyed to get closer. He signed autographs and smiled until his mouth hurt. He was half-listening to the banter of a buxom woman with too much make-up when his eyes found Jo. His head snapped in her direction. It happened too often. He would be walking down the street and see a walk like Morgan’s, or hair like hers. His senses would heighten and for a millisecond, he would think it was Morgan. This time it was different. He stared in disbelief. His ears buzzed and his pulse quickened, and the room suddenly turned hazy, as if the lights had been dimmed. He felt an excruciating pain in his right arm and jaw. The wine glass slipped from his hand and crashed to the floor.
“Good God!” William put his arm around Robert for support. “What’s wrong?”
Robert couldn’t speak. He shook his head as tears filled his eyes.
“Call an ambulance!” William yelled. He half carried his friend to a chair. Robert tugged at William’s arm. He had to find his voice—to tell his friend Morgan was alive!
“Shh. It’s okay. Help’s on the way.”
Robert tugged harder. William took Robert’s trembling hand.
“Look at her!” Robert said in a strangled whisper. His eyes stared over William’s shoulder.
William turned. “Holy shit,” he said under his breath. His eyes burned through Jo. “She could be Morgan’s twin.”
The security people were moving the visitors out of the area. Robert squeezed William’s hand, staving off the urge to slip away from the pain. “Don’t . . . let . . . her . . . get . . .away.”
William touched Robert’s ashen face. “You just take it easy. I’ll be right back.”
Jo and Sweeny held hands as they moved towards the stage door. “That was so awful.” Jo kept looking back. “He’s so pale. I hope he’s not having a heart attack.”
“Excuse me, Mademoiselle.”
Jo turned.
William’s breath caught. Her face, her eyes, the way she carried herself. It took monumental concentration for him to find his voice. “Mr. Osborne would like a word with you before you go.”
“Are you talking to me, sir?” Jo asked, her eyes wide.
William could not believe that even the cadence and timbre of her voice sounded like Morgan. “Please come with me.” He touched Jo’s arm and turned.
Sweeny gave her a nudge.
The sight of Jo approaching thrust Robert back in time. Please God, don’t let me die. Not now. Not without knowing. “Your name. What’s your name?” Robert’s breath came in short, uneven bursts.
Jo knelt beside him. “Jotto Wells, sir.”
That voice. Robert’s eyes rolled in his head. He was losing consciousness. No! Not yet. Not yet.
“Robert.” William took his hand. “Hold on. An ambulance is on the way.”
“Your number . . .give William . . .your number. I must see you again, Jotto Wells.” Robert’s vision began to blur.
“Let us through. Out of the way!” The medic slipped a blood pressure cuff around Robert’s arm while another one tore open his shirt and put a stethoscope to his chest.
Jo took a scrap of paper from her purse and scribbled her phone number with a trembling hand. She handed it to William. “I’ll pray for him.”
“Pray hard, Jotto Wells.”
Chapter 7
New York City
Two weeks later
Robert and William sat in the back seat of the limousine on a horrid winter morning, when the cold feels like needles piercing your skin, and every breath is visible. They skirted Central Park and headed toward Sands Point.
“How are you feeling?” William asked, adjusting the blanket thrown across Robert’s legs.
“Like a man who just got out of the hospital after having a heart attack.” Robert laughed. “And found out it wasn’t his time to go.”
“Thank God.” William smiled.
“Any news from that private investigator, Clyde Turner?”
William shook his head. “It’s only been a couple of weeks.”
Robert shifted in the seat. “Not knowing is driving me crazy.”
“Be patient.”
An hour later, they pulled through the gate of Robert’s fifteen bedroom, shingle-styled mansion that sat on fourteen manicured acres with fifteen hundred feet of waterfront on Long Island Sound. It boasted a sandy beach, pool, pool house, tennis courts, a seven-car garage, and a guest cottage. The trees were bare but in springtime, the grounds exploded in a chaos of dune grasses, Shasta daisies, black-eyed Susan’s, and splashing fountains.
“It’s so good to be home.”
* * *
Robert had been home for seven weeks when the private investigator, Clyde Turner, a retired army officer with gray-hair, a tight face, and the eyes of a fox arrived. They sat in the library. The room had maple bookcases, a 19th–century architect’s desk, and two sofas covered in bright red cotton. The walls were British-club green, and a brass-trimmed Zanzibar chest sat against the wall.
Robert offered a cigarette.
Turner accepted a light and inhaled deeply. He puffed out his chest in a self-important way. “I found records that listed Jotto Wells’ father, Doctor Hans Wells among the resistance forces during the war.” Turner flipped open the fifty-page dossier with his beefy hands. “That would make him one of the good guys.”
Robert crinkled his eyes and stared at the investigator in disbelief. “One of the good guys?” This is bullshit. Robert’s head pounded. He rubbed his temples.
“Sir, are you alright?”
“I’m fine. Go on.”
“Since Doctor Wells and his wife didn’t arrive in the United States until 1945, it is obvious Jotto Wells was not born here. Yet, when I tried to get hold of the immigration records, things started to get dicey. I was told, by no other than an esteemed member of the CIA, to back off. When I refused, I was threatened and told my P.I. license could be in jeopardy if I insisted on pursuing the matter any further.” He pulled air through his teeth. “I don’t take well to being threatened.” He flicked an ash and took a drag.
“My investigation then led me to Naples, Florida, where the family now lives.” Turner flipped a few pages. “Jotto’s mother, Ilya Milch Wells, has battled a drug and alcohol problem for years and rarely leaves the family compound. The doctor, on the other hand, is quite the philanderer.”
“I don’t see what. . .”
Turner held up his hand. “Ilya Milch Wells has a twin brother, Otto Milch. He relocated to Bolivia after the war, and according to our connections there, often bragged about his involvement with the Schutzstaffel SS. Of course, now that he lives in the States, he’s a model citizen. If Milch was in the SS, then there’s reason to believe Wells may also have been involved.” The investigator shrugged in a sign of helplessness. “The problem is, it’s impossible to prove any of this. Still, I’d say we are pretty safe in assuming Doctor Wells was not one of the good guys.”
Robert leaned forward. “If they are being protected, it can mean only one thing—this government allowed Nazis to . . .”
“People in government don’t like to talk about it, but it’s a well-known fact that the United States helped relocate hundreds of Nazis in return for information about the Russians.”
“Where does that leave us?” Robert’s face was grave.
“With no way to get proof of Miss Wells’ parentage. I am sorry, sir.”
* * *
Robert and William sat side by side on a leather sofa in the cozy mahogany paneled den. Flames sputtered in the fireplace, and the setting sun, filtering through ceiling to floor windows, turned the room into soft beige hues.
“You know that she’s Morgan’s child,” Robert said as he stared into the fire.
“And?” William waited.
“When I got that telegram, telling me she was dead…it was bullshit. Morgan didn’t die when those Nazi bastards said she did.” Robert held the report to his chest. His eyes were manic. “She could even still be alive!”
William shook his head. “If Morgan were still alive, she would have contacted you.”
“Maybe she’s sick. Maybe she’s too ashamed.” Robert flinched, as if he’d been slapped. His face darkened. “Morgan had a child with another man.” Saying the words aloud cut so deeply he expected to see blood ooze from his broken heart.
“Morgan loved you.” William folded his hands and studied Robert. “Terrible things happened during the war. You know that.”
Robert fought back tears as he thought about his beloved wife in another man’s arms, or even worse, the thought of her being forced. Adrift in his agony, he buried his face in his hands.
“If you keep this up you’re going to find yourself right back in the hospital.” William poured tea from a carafe. He handed the cup to Robert. “You have to accept what you can’t change.”
Robert was certain of only one thing at that moment: the child of the woman he loved was alive and living in New York City. “I have to see Jotto—to have her in my life—to know her.”
January 1963
Books sat on the dresser, the floor, and the bed. Used glasses and old newspapers littered the room. Jo did not even notice. She was too busy studying for mid-term exams. The phone rang. She underlined the passage she was reading before picking up the call.
“Hello. Is Jotto Wells there?”
She recognized the voice and gasped, holding the phone so tight her hand hurt. “Mr. Osborne? How are you? Are you feeling better?”
“I’m fine now. Did I get you at a bad time?”
“I was studying,” Jo stammered.
“Sorry. I can call back.”
“No. Please.” Jo tugged at her hair.
Robert was trembling and glad she couldn’t see him. “I was wondering if you’d have dinner with me tomorrow night?”
Jo squeezed her eyes shut, unable to believe what she was about to say. “I have exams all week.”
“I see,” Robert said, understanding her need to refuse but feeling rejected anyway.
“I can do it next week,” she blurted.
Relief washed over Robert like water over river stones. “Terrific.” He laughed. “Next Sunday, around eight?”
“Perfect. My address is . . .”
“I know your address, Miss Wells. Good luck with your exams.”
The phone clicked.
Oh, my God! I just made a date with Robert Osborne. “Sweeny,” she screamed, charging from the room. “You’re never going to believe who I’m having dinner with.”
* * *
Robert stood in the foyer, coat in hand, ready to leave for his date with Jo when William approached.
“We need to talk before you go,” William said, his face scrunched and troubled. “I’ve never interfered in your life. But, what you’re about to do has me really worried.”
“Relax. You have nothing to….”
William lifted his hand. “You’ve been hanging around the house for weeks, now you’re going to see this girl. You’re placing yourself under the very strain that brought about the heart attack in the first place.”
“Bullshit,” Robert said. “You heard the doctors. It was going to happen. Sure, the shock might have brought it about a little sooner, but that wasn’t what caused it.”
“Let me come with you.”
Robert shook his head. “If I remember correctly, you weren’t much help that night. You almost had a heart attack yourself.”
“Very funny.” William walked Robert to the door. “Don’t scare her, Robert. Don’t say too much.”
* * *
Robert took Jo’s arm as they entered his favorite restaurant, L’Ami Louis. The elegant French bistro catered to celebrities and was located on the upper west side of the city.
Jo slipped off her coat. She wore a knee-length black Balenciaga chemise, stiletto heels and a Hermes scarf draped around her neck. Her blond hair was tied back in a red velvet ribbon.
“You’re beautiful,” Robert said, as the waiter pulled back her chair.
Jo turned her face away so he wouldn’t see her blush.
Robert had called ahead and ordered a bottle of Romanee Conti 1957, considered by many to be the best red wine in the world. The sommelier presented the bottle and poured. Robert savored the glorious taste and nodded. He lifted his glass. “To new friendships.”
“To friendship.” Jo hoped the wine would settle her nerves.
“May I order for you?” Robert asked, scanning the menu.
“Please.”
“We’ll start with escargot and pumpkin soup with gruyere. For the main course, wild duck with Reinette apples. How does that sound?”
“Perfect.” Jo smiled.
“How did you do with your exams?”
Jo shrugged. “I hope I did okay. I won’t know until the scores are posted. Law school is harder than I ever imagined. Lucky for me, once I read something it stays in my head forever—and that includes a lot of junk I would rather forget.” Her eyes danced.
Robert wished he could tell her she had her mother’s gift. Morgan could memorize an entire script in an evening.
Jo allowed the sommelier to pour her another glass. She was feeling the affects of the wine. “May I ask you something?”
Robert nodded.
“The way you acted that night at the theater—like I was so important to you. I don’t understand why.”
Robert looked into Jo’s eyes. He wanted to tell her everything; how she had Morgan’s eyes, her nose, her neck, and maybe even her courage, spirit, and curiosity. Instead, he gave Jo a soft, burdened smile.
“You remind me of someone, someone I loved very much.”
Jo knew it was none of her business but she couldn’t stop herself. “What happened to her?”
“She was killed during the war.”
“Oh, God.” Jo’s hand flew to her mouth. “I’m so sorry.”
“So am I.” Robert grew pensive as he tried to decide how much he wanted Jo to know. “She was my leading lady, my wife, and the love of my life.”
“I didn’t mean to make you sad.”
“It’s something I’ve learned to live with.” Robert smiled at Jo. “Tell me about yourself.”
I might as well get the lies out of the way, Jo thought. “Let me see. . . my family lives in Naples, Florida. My father’s a psychiatrist and my mother’s a housewife. I’m their only child.”
“Do you go home often?”
“No. I’m too busy trying to prove myself to a bunch of professors who still think a woman’s place is home having babies.”
Robert’s eyes twinkled. “You don’t want babies?”
“Of course I do. But, I want more than that. I want to make a difference.” Jo tugged on her hair.
Robert’s breath caught. Morgan always pulled on her hair when she was nervous. “You sound like an amazing young woman,” he said, trying not to betray the emotions swirling in his head. “Will you share your dreams with me, Jo Wells?”
Jo fell into his eyes, her heart pounding like a drum. She couldn’t believe Robert Osborne was asking about her dreams. She thought about being demure, but it would have been an act, and she wanted him to like her for who she was.
“Women need a voice in government, and I intend to be one of those voices,” Jo said.
Robert smiled. “You want to run for office? That’s certainly a lofty goal.”
“I know. It’s all I ever wanted.” Jo knew more lies would follow. “Even as a little girl, my father encouraged me to learn about politics and world affairs.”
“It doesn’t sound like you had much time to be a child,” Robert said, hating the bastard that had raised Jo in such an environment. “And what are your aspirations, Jo Wells—senator…president?”
Jo stiffened. “Are you making fun of me?”
“Making fun? Absolutely not. I applaud you. It’s important that idealistic, bright young people go into government. And, I’d very much like to help when you’re ready.”
This can’t be happening to me! “Are you serious?” Jo asked.
Robert grinned. “We’re going to be great friends, Jo Wells. And I’m going to do everything I can to help you fulfill your dreams.”
Chapter 8
New York City
Jo’s town home
May 1963
Jo checked herself in the foyer mirror and wiped at a smudge of liner from under her eye while the delivery boy from Kim’s Chinese counted her money. The grandfather clocked chimed. It was 7:30. Robert would be here any moment.
Jo giggled as she put the food containers on the coffee table in front of the sofa. It was their ritual every Sunday night, shoes off, chopsticks ready, sharing their food. Tonight would be special. They were celebrating Jo’s graduation at the top of her class from New York University Law School.
* * *
Robert held his chopsticks in one hand and pointed at Jo with the other. “Why the sad face?” He poked the air with his finger. “Mark Twain said, ‘A man, or in your case a woman, cannot be comfortable without his own approval.’ And, after your great accomplishments, don’t you think it’s time you gave yourself your own approval?”
Jo blinked her eyes to fight back the tears. “My father and uncle were here all week.”
“Oh, sweetheart. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I would have saved the lecture for another time.”
Jo smirked and shook her head. “No you wouldn’t have.”
“Was it awful?”
“Just the same endless conversations about what I should and shouldn’t do, who I should befriend.” Jo frowned.
“Are they giving you a hard time about our friendship?” Robert asked.
“I wouldn’t care if they did,” Jo said, proud of herself for standing up to her father and uncle, threatening not to see them if they tried to interfere in her relationship with Robert. Jo’s eyes smoldered. “I hope you know how I feel about you?” She hadn’t intended to say that, but now that she had, she was not sorry. Someone has to take the next step.
Robert had been afraid of this. He did not want to hurt Jo, but the time had come. “You and I… it can never be anything more than friendship.”
Jo’s face dropped. “I don’t understand.”
Robert took her hand, his eyes tender. “Because. I am old enough to be your father.” He saw the anger flash in her eyes, and the pain. He understood she needed time. Needed silence.
Jo minds danced over the past months. How could I have been so wrong? There had been so many intimate moments, so many times when Robert revealed his thoughts and feelings to me. Sure, we talked a lot about politics, how could we not when things like the Berlin Wall, the failed Bay of Pigs invasion, the Cuban missile crisis, the escalating conflict in Vietnam were happening. But, if he thought of me as just a friend, then why had he tried so hard to change me?
Jo slipped back to the time when Robert first told her about his friend, Dr. Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights movement.
“You must see both sides of the situation, to open your mind, to see beyond the written words of strangers, to form her own opinions,” Robert said. “This is about equality, fairness, and opportunity, regardless of race or religion.”
Jo had spent her entire life being fed Anti-Semitic and racist ideologies. Robert’s words were like finding glittering diamonds in a muddied stream.
Passion had burned in his eyes when he talked to me. I know it!
Jo let her mind turn to November 22, 1963, when the thirty-fourth president of the United States, John Fitzgerald Kennedy was assassinated. The country virtually fell to its knees in sorrow. Jo and Sweeny cried day and night. Robert had rearranged his schedule, brought a toothbrush, some clothes, and moved into the third bedroom. He was their rock, forcing them to eat, shower, and sleep.
If he didn’t care, why did he come?
I got it all wrong.
He doesn’t love me—not the same way I love him.
A tear slipped from Jo’s eye.
Robert reached for her hand. “You have to trust me, Jo. One day the right man will come into your life. I promise you. And when he does, you will thank me.”
* * *
Jo interviewed with the New York law firm of Stubengoord, Wurth and Brandt. Hans and his comrades were Stubengoord’s largest clients, and that association brought a huge retainer into the firm’s coffers each month. The interview had been a mere formality—Jo’s employment settled on long before she walked through the door. Still, they were thrilled to have the top graduate from New York University joining their firm.
Jo’s days became a blur. She would eat a rushed breakfast at 5: 00 a.m., hail a cab to her windowless office, and lose herself in briefs, files, and phone calls. She viewed the seventy-hour work week as a challenge, and while the other junior associates complained about the hours, Jo was happier than she had ever been except, at the end of each day, she came home to an empty house.
Sweeny fell in love with her constitutional law professor, Dr. William Bennett Steele and they moved in together a week after Sweeny graduated from Columbia Law School. Sweeny was the sunlight in Jo’s world, the friend who pushed her to the edge, daring her to try new things, and not be afraid. Even though they talked almost every day, they were both so busy with their new careers; they rarely had time to see each other. Jo really missed her.
Happiest when she was working, Jo was the first to volunteer. That brought her to the attention of the partners, and at the conclusion of her two-year review, they appointed her the political liaison for the firm.
“Where are you going?” her boss, Jack Wurth, a kindly man with bushy white eyebrows, and a mane of silver hair asked, as Jo stood at the elevator on the thirty-fifth floor of the Empire State building.
“A Young Republican’s meeting. Nelson Rockefeller is going to be there.”
“I spoke to Nelson just yesterday. He’s very impressed with you,” Wurth said.
“Thank you, sir. I find his liberal domestic policies in keeping with my own beliefs.”
Wurth put his hands across his massive chest and smiled. “I got another call. Do you remember meeting Aaron Blumenthal?”
“Yes. He’s a political power broker.”
“Who happens to work for David Rockefeller, the Chairman of Chase Manhattan.” Wurth winked. “He’s going to be calling you.”
Jo felt a shiver go up her spine. “Do you know why?”
“Some very important people,” Wurth said, “think you may have the potential to be a viable candidate for state office one day. What do you think, Miss Wells?”
The elevator came and went. “I’m flattered.” This is not the time to be reticent. I’ve been waiting my whole life for this. “I believe I would be an excellent choice, sir.”
* * *
Five days later the phone call came from Aaron Blumenthal, power broker extraordinaire.
“My own political beliefs tend to be a bit more conservative than the governor’s,” Aaron Blumenthal was saying, his European accent coloring each word. “You seem to be in agreement with his thinking.”
“That’s true. I do agree with the governor.” Jo found Aaron’s honesty disarming. She smiled, wishing they were having this conversation in person, rather than on the telephone. “I believe we need stringent laws in place to safeguard the citizens of our state against the sale and use of illegal drugs. And, I think we must do everything we can to help secure the passage of those laws.
“As to the governor’s collaboration with the labor unions,” Jo continued, “his desire to expand the state’s infrastructure; the highway system and the universities, and his stand on environmental issues and the arts—he would have my sincere support.”
“Wow. That was a mouthful. You already sound like a politician.” Aaron smiled into the telephone.
“Sorry. I get carried away,” Jo said.
“On the contrary, this has been a pleasure. I look forward to having you work with us to further the governor’s goals. I will be in touch. Have a wonderful day.”
* * *
1969 Naples, Florida
Jo had been making excuses about being too busy to come home for months. But, even underlings get vacation time, and so here she was, sitting on the veranda with her father and uncle, paying halfhearted attention to her lunch or the gulls swooping into the aquamarine Gulf.
“With Richard Nixon as president and the end of the Vietnam war in sight, the mood in the country is beginning to change,” Hans said, sipping a martini. “I think the time could finally be right. I have some pull with the Republican leadership . . .”
“Father, I have made my own contacts.” Jo held her breath, waiting for an explosion that never came. Instead, her father smiled. Jo continued, “In fact, I’ve already been approached.” Her eyes sparkled. “I’m going to be the first woman to run for the New York State Senate.”
Hans made a fist and pounded the air. “I knew you could do it! I will personally raise the funds for you.” Hans would tap the coffers he had set aside for just such an opportunity.
Jo blanched. She couldn’t bear the thought of having her father involved. She slid her eyes toward her uncle. He sat with his hands on his ample belly, his eyes gleaming like a fox. Jo knew this was not the time for her to make her thoughts known. She turned to her father and smiled sweetly. “I have other good news. Robert Osborne has offered to campaign for me.”
Hans pulled inside himself, fighting for control. On one hand, he knew Osborne’s support would help Jotto get elected. On the other hand, the danger Osborne posed was extraordinary—after all, he had been married to Jotto’s birth mother, Morgan.
Hans knew, no matter how much Jotto looked like Morgan, Osborne would never have any definitive proof about Jotto’s lineage—the Americans had made sure of that. Still, he hated the influence Osborne held over his daughter and had contemplated using hypnosis on Jotto to end her relationship with Osborne but decided it was too dangerous. Osborne might fight back by saying things to Jotto that could put her political and emotional future at risk.
He glanced over at his brother-in-law. Hans never doubted that Otto and Ilya knew the truth. The resemblance between Morgan and Jotto was impossible to miss. Yet, the twins had remained silent all these years.
Hans knew why.
They feared him.
As well they should.
* * *
Fourteen years earlier
Otto sat by the pool sipping vodka and orange juice with Ilya, watching fourteen year-old Jotto as she dried off from a swim. Jotto waved and walked into the house.
“She has really become a beautiful young woman,” Otto said in a pained sigh, despairing how quickly the years had passed.
“She is beautiful,” Ilya agreed, devoid of all emotion, as one might comment on a lovely flower.
“I guess I’ll always be partial to women who look like Morgan.” Otto’s hand flew to his mouth, the other hand gripped his belly, and he gasped. Morgan was the only woman he had ever loved.
Ilya’s lip stretched in a sneer, and her eyelids flattened. “I wondered how long it would take you to notice.”
“You knew?” Otto’s nostrils flared. “Morgan was mine,” he hissed, his mouth going dry as he slipped back in time.
The celebrated actress, Morgan made the dangerous decision to leave France and enter Poland after the German occupation. Her husband and fellow actor, Robert Osborne, had held a press conference, begging the German government for Morgan’s safe return.
Morgan was captured while boarding a train in Warsaw for Vilnius. Otto was given the high-level assignment to safeguard the actress while the Reich made its decision. In the ensuing days, Otto became captivated by Morgan’s charm and beauty.
Otto closed his eyes, remembering the joy he felt when Himmler called personally to tell him that Morgan was a Jew and that she was to be sent to Dachau without delay.
He had defied those orders, keeping Morgan locked in his room for almost a week. He pushed away the memories—her fighting off his advances, her attempted suicide. I tried to tell her that I loved her. That she would be safe. That I would take care of her.
He wrenched himself back to the present and shot a killing look at his sister. “I trusted you! When I sent Morgan to Dachau you swore you would take care of her for me.”
“Do you think I knew Hans was fucking your precious little actress?” Ilya hissed, her face crimson. “What about me? I was pregnant! What happened to my baby?” Tears pooled her eyes.
“I’m going to find out! Then I will kill that lying, no good son of a bitch!” Otto stood.
Ilya reached out and touched his arm, shaking her head. “If our comrades ever find out Jotto had a Jew for a mother, they will kill all of us. No, my dear brother, we will wait.” Hate seethed from her eyes. “You have remained in the background long enough. Our comrades must know you are not expendable.” Ilya waved the mosquitoes from her sweaty face. “I am a very patient woman but the day will come, and when it does, I will kill that bastard.”
Otto stared at his sister. She was his twin—they shared the same black soul.
Chapter 9
November 1970
New York
Jo was the first woman to ever campaign for the New York State Senate. She ran in a district that included Manhattan’s Upper West Side, SoHo, Greenwich Village, TriBeCa, Downtown, and parts of Brooklyn.
With Robert Osborne by her side, she campaigned for racial and ethnic diversity, fair treatment, and conditions for prisoners, and a woman’s right to have an abortion. In her predominantly Jewish district, she was known as a tough liberal with impeccable credentials, who could convince a crowd with her great passion.
She spent months walking the streets, surrounded by the towers of brick, steel, and glass, shaking hands, talking to anyone who was willing. With each passing day, she grew more and more in love with the kaleidoscope that was New York City: the sounds of church bells pealing, jackhammers, beeping horns, ambulances screeching, and construction workers whistling, crowds on corners, children with runny noses, students with backpacks, mother’s pushing their babies and people talking to themselves.
* * *
“You did it.” Robert lifted his glass. They were sitting at their favorite table at L’Ami Louis “To Senator Jo Wells.”
“I still can’t believe it.” Jo giggled. “I’m a senator. And it would never have happened without your help.”
“All I did was hand you the microphone.”
“Come on. Modesty doesn’t suit you. We both know most of the women who came to hear me, really came hoping to meet you.”
Robert winked. “And then they got to know you instead.”
The owner of the restaurant, Paul Henri, approached. “Congratulations, Senator Wells. It is an honor to have you dining in my establishment, and tonight in celebration of your overwhelming victory, dinner is on the house.”
Jo blushed. “That’s very kind of you, Paul.”
He bowed and walked away.
Jo turned to Robert. “Do you think it’s appropriate to accept?”
“I think it’s just fine.” Robert looked at Jo over the menu. “Your father kept a pretty low profile through all of this.” Robert placed a napkin on his lap. “It kind of surprised me.”
“It didn’t surprise me. He’s the consummate schemer, and he knows a German accent in my District would be a great distraction.”
“Do you think I’m ever going to meet him?”
Jo sipped her drink, a faraway look on her face. “I thought you would be meeting him tonight. But, he and my uncle went back to Naples on a chartered plane early this morning. My mother is not well.”
“I hope it’s nothing serious.” Robert rarely discussed Jo’s mother—it was a subject that always upset her.
“It’s not nice to think of your own mother as a hypochondriac. But, I have never known her to be well, and she has never been diagnosed with anything that a few drinks wouldn’t cure.” That had slipped out, a truth. It felt good. Tonight she was not going to dwell on her always-absent mother. “I don’t want to talk about any of them.” Jo reached for Robert’s hand. “Leaving you is going to be so hard. What am I going to do on Sunday night?” A tear slipped down her face. “I’m going to miss you so much.”
Robert dreaded the thought of Jo moving away; it would be like losing a part of himself. He patted her hand. “We’ll see each other. That’s what family does. And you are my family.”
* * *
1972 Albany, New York
A year and a half later, thirty-one year old Senator Jotto Wells stood in front of the State Capitol building on Empire Plaza. The five story, gray granite building was four hundred feet long and three hundred feet wide. Built in the nineteenth century, it was a hodgepodge of Italian Renaissance, Romanesque, and French Renaissance.
She climbed the steps, repositioned her briefcase to her left hand, and shifted her purse to her right shoulder.
She stood at the doorway of the senate chamber. The ceiling was carved golden oak, designed with deep paneled recesses, creating an acoustically perfect debate arena for the senators. The walls were covered with gold leaf. Siena marble arched above the visitor's gallery, and red granite pillars, and onyx panels covered the north and south walls. Red leather and carved mahogany paneling covered the walls below the galleries.
Her executive assistant, Michele Kabat, a fifty-year old with silver hair, huge black eyes, and an extensive knowledge of government, intercepted Jo as she headed for her seat.
“Mr. Blumenthal is here, Senator Wells. He’s waiting for you in the Caucus coffee shop across the street.”
Jo handed Michele her briefcase. “Please take notes.”
“I will. There are no votes scheduled until this afternoon. And by the way, Senator...”
“Yes,” Jo studied her.
“Mr. Blumenthal is a very handsome man.”
“Michele!”
“Just wondered if you’d noticed.”
Jo straightened the jacket of her pink wool Chanel suit as she entered the crowded coffee shop, a favorite haunt for congressional members. Aaron Blumenthal was already sitting at the mica-covered table. He waved and stood. He was broad-shouldered and solidly built. Only thirty-eight, his black hair was streaked with silver and his eyes were dark. He had a cleft chin and a square-shaped face. His nose was a bit too sharp, but it all went together—giving him an air of easy sexuality and confidence. When he smiled, which he did often, his eyes twinkled and his face took on the look of a mischievous bad boy.
“Aaron, how nice to see you.” Michele’s right. He really is handsome. She had been so busy with the campaign, she had never noticed before. Jo extended her hand.
“It’s so good to see you again, Senator, and not just because you are the most beautiful woman I know.” Aaron winked.
Jo blushed as he held a chair for her.
“I am very serious. You are not only gorgeous; you also happen to be the smartest woman, maybe even the smartest person I know. That still bothers the hell out of me.”
Jo shot him a look. “Aaron, you’re absolutely hopeless. Being a male chauvinist in 1972 is not exactly in vogue. In fact, your limited flexibility towards women underscores why change is so desperately needed and so hard to come by.”
Aaron feigned hurt as he took a seat opposite Jo. “See, all you women are the same. You throw the insults around, and then men of good breeding, like me, have to smile and continue to act like gentlemen.”
“I would expect nothing less.” Jo batted her eyes and laughed.
“I’ve ordered us coffee. I have to catch a plane in two hours.”
“Too bad.” She masked her disappointment with a shrug. “I had hoped you were staying a couple days.” She wanted to get to know him better.
Aaron was caught off guard by her words, and his stomach knotted. He didn’t think she even knew he existed. “When I return we’ll find time for a quiet dinner together.” He beamed. “Now, if you’ll excuse me for being somewhat abrupt, today I’m here to do some recruiting on behalf of the United Jewish Appeal.”
Jo tilted her head to one side, put her fingers in a vee, and pretended to be smoking a cigar. “To quote Groucho Marx,” she quipped, “‘I don’t want to belong to any club that would have me as a member.’” Her eyes twinkled.
“Funny, very funny. Maybe you should give up politics and go on the stage.”
Jo gave him a sheepish grin. “I’m sorry, I just couldn’t resist. Go on, please. I’ll behave.”
“I’ve come here to extend an invitation for you to join me and a group of business people and politicians for a seven day trip to Israel. We need you to see the country firsthand, so you can form your own ideas and reach your own conclusions. The truth is, Jo, we need friends if Israel is to survive in the years ahead.”
Jo’s mind swirled. She could barely breathe. Her mind flew over her life—the years she was bombarded by her father’s anti-Semitic rhetoric—the nights she had spent hiding under the covers with a flashlight, reading Leon Uris’s Exodus. It was the first book she ever read about the Holocaust and Israel, and it had ignited feelings deep within Jo. It was not just curiosity, but something more—a pull, as if she were somehow connected to this persecuted, trampled people who never gave in or gave up.
At Smith, Jo took religion courses. It was always the tenants of Judaism, their practices and customs, that intrigued her most.
She thought about the time she went with some Jewish friends to the Hillel house on the NYU campus to hear the opening prayers of Yom Kippur, the highest holy day for Jews. The Kol Nidrei music, the haunting chants, and melodies pulled at Jo, like gentle hands caressing her soul. For that hour, Jo had never felt closer to God. Now Aaron was sitting here, inviting her to go to the land of these people. She could hardly believe it.
Aaron watched Jo. He noted the distance in her eyes and the way she seemed to move away from her surroundings. The waitress approached with their coffee. It brought Jo out of her reverie.
Jo added sugar and cream and took a sip. She looked at Aaron. “When are you leaving?”
“The nineteenth of April. Israel is its most beautiful then, and it’s also our holiday season.”
“We are all paying our own way?”
Aaron nodded. “Once you get to Israel, you will be hosted by the government.”
That’s perfect. It’s the Easter break. I’ll have my assistant, Michele block the time off and I’ll take it as a vacation. ”
Aaron smiled. “Thank you, Jo.”
“Thank you for asking me.”
Aaron looked at his watch. He took a few bills from his pocket and laid them on the table. “I have to go.”
On the steps of the capital, Jo reached to shake Aaron’s hand. He ignored her hand and brushed his lips across Jo’s cheek. “Next time, try kissing me hello and goodbye. You might learn to like it. Handshakes are a man’s business.” He winked at her as he turned away.
Chapter 10
Aaron opened the taxi door against a sudden gust of wind. The sky darkened and the air smelled of coming rain. He took a deep breath, relieved that his mission to recruit Jo had been a success. The prospect of spending seven days with her was an added bonus. He leaned his head against the back of the seat and closed his eyes. Images flashed. Israel—its birth, its fight for the right to exist, its need for friends. Aaron’s commitment was his life.
His mind pulled him back to when he was six years old. It was a cold November night in 1939. His mother, Esther, a tiny woman with black hair and green eyes, and his father, Seymour, a studious man with a receding hairline, and kind eyes, had each held one of his hands as they walked from their house through the town of Tournai, Belgium. Aaron remembered being so confused by his parents tears and their silence.
An hour later, they moved up the path to a tiny cottage that sat atop a hill overlooking a pasture where two dozen cows grazed. His father pulled the string on a bell that hung from the doorframe. The sound, a tinkling cry, still haunted Aaron.
“Aaron, say hello to Mr. and Mrs.Grunwald,” His mother said, her voice a whisper as they moved inside. The house was cozy, its furniture lived in, it rugs faded, with walls scrubbed so often the paint had worn thin.
Aaron was bewildered. “I want to go home,” he had cried, burying his head in his mother’s skirt.
His mother kissed the top of his head. Her entire body shook. “You must stay here, my precious child. They will keep you safe.”
“Someday you will understand. But, for now, my son, you must trust our decision,” his father said, his eyes brimming.
Aaron shook his head and opened his eyes. Those last minutes, when they parted, had vanished from his memory. Had he told them he loved them? Did they tell him? He didn’t know.
He could still remember that very first night, sleeping in a strange home, in a bed not his own. Mother Adele, what she insisted he call her, came into the room with warm milk and cookies. She sat on the bed, took his hand, kissed his cheek, and whispered, “You must never forget who you are now, my son. You are Aaron Grunwald, a good Christian boy. All of our lives depend on you never forgetting.”
The terror in her eyes had said it all.
Aaron’s mind moved back to that first year, living with strangers, trembling every time he went to school, terrified that Hitler was personally going to come into his classroom and take him away.
In retrospect, Aaron understood that his parents gave him to Adele and Daryl Grunwald so that he would be protected from Hitler’s grasp. He also understood the enormous risk the childless Grunwald’s had taken. But, the agony of being abandoned, even now, after all these years, was so painful it sucked his breath away.
Aaron tried to picture his birth parents. Their faces had vanished.
His head pounded.
He thought back over those twelve years of his life. Everyone who knew him saw a good-looking, friendly, very intelligent kid with a great sense of humor. No one saw the truth. No one saw the pain. He lived the lie, kept his secrets.
The war ended. His parents were dead.
When Aaron turned eighteen, he traveled to America, with money in his pockets given to him by the Grunwalds’. When he passed through customs on Ellis Island, he gave his name as Blumenthal, a decision he had made with his adoptive parents blessings. He then elbowed his way through the crowds, exhausted but exhilarated, ready to begin his life.
Representatives from the Jewish Agency were there, waiting to help. The Agency was funded by contributions from other Jews, and its goal was to rescue, give aid, and hope to survivors.
They moved Aaron into a tenement on the Lower East Side of New York, where other Eastern European Jews lived. He could still remember how he felt that first time he walked down Second Avenue between Houston and 14th Street. There were kosher Jewish butchers, Jewish newspapers and shops, people speaking German, Yiddish, Polish—his people, alive, vibrant, hopeful.
Aaron’s memories turned to the day he walked into the Beth El synagogue on Fifth Avenue and East Sixty-Fifth Street. The twenty-five hundred seat main sanctuary had a quiet dignity, its vastness softened by the light refracted through the clerestory windows.
In the empty chapel, he had picked up a prayer book and said a prayer for his dead parents, reading aloud and stumbling over the transliterated Hebrew words. Then he closed the book and his eyes. He had come here out of respect for his parents and to talk to this God he had grown to hate.
My people lived on the brink of hell, begging for your mercy. You didn’t hear. You destroyed everything I ever loved, but you haven’t destroyed me. I will become someone, someone who would have made my parents proud.
He had stood up then, with tears running down his cheeks, crying for the past, for his dead mother and father and for the millions who had no one left to cry for them. When he left the synagogue, it was twilight.
He could still picture the gray sky tinged with dark cherry and pink. He saw it as an omen of clear days to come. He had moved from the shadows of the taller buildings, and with each step, his intentions cleared. He would do what Jews always did—get an education, become a success, and never again let others decide his fate.
He remembered watching two drivers standing beside their cabs, speaking a language he couldn’t understand. That’s it! I’ll drive a cab. What better way to learn the language?
Aaron sighed. The year that followed had been so difficult. He had studied English at night and drove a cab during the day. When he perfected the language, he applied to City College and was accepted.
The next four years flew by. Aaron smiled. He was an excellent student and whether in class, at a Yankees game, or at a reception at the College for guest lecturers, Aaron seemed to draw a crowd of admirers—women and men.
Women saw a well-groomed young man with a European accent and the build of a football player who could charm them with his worldliness—a man with whom they would be safe, but not too safe. His male friends saw a man on the way up, a hard-driving force who could drink with the best of them, a man destined to succeed.
At his graduation in 1956, Aaron Blumenthal stood at the podium as president of his senior class. Finance degree in hand, he fielded dozens of offers. J.P. Morgan offered him a brand new Lincoln and a four-week vacation his first year.
But, it was a dinner at the Plaza Hotel with David Rockefeller, the Chairman of Chase Manhattan Bank that turned his head. Rockefeller offered no perks: only a small office with a window and the opportunity to become an international financier, surrounded by the best minds in the banking world.
Aaron had used his first paycheck as a down payment on a tailor-made, three-button gray flannel suit with a vest. He fully intended, even though he lived on the Lower East Side, to portray himself as a successful banker.
Over the next fifteen years, with David Rockefeller as his mentor, Aaron established a network of wealthy, well-connected friends. He had a feel for the market and made a fortune for his clients and the bank.
Then in 1970, when Wal-Mart made an offering, Aaron took all his savings and invested in the company. A year later, there was a hundred percent stock split, and Aaron became a wealthy man.
As he sat in the back of a taxi headed for the Albany airport, Aaron Blumenthal thought about his great success. At the age of thirty-nine, he was now president of Overland Mutual, one of the most prestigious banks in the country.
Never forgetting the assistance he received as an immigrant to America, Aaron gave large sums of money to the United Jewish Appeal. He also contributed to political campaigns of candidates that shared in the ideology of Israel’s right to exist.
* * *
On the plane ride to Washington a plan had formed in Aaron’s mind. He found a pay phone and dialed Jo’s office.
“I would like you to invite your friend, Robert Osborne to join us?” Aaron said, crossing his fingers, knowing that if the actor agreed to go they would not have to fight for media coverage.
“Aaron Blumenthal, you are shameless.” Jo smiled into the phone.
“Guilty as charged,” Aaron said.
“I’ll ask. I’ll even beg him if you’d like.”
“Beg, Jo. Israel needs some good press for a change.”
* * *
The following weekend Robert met Jo at her New York apartment. He handed her his coat. “You look wonderful.” Robert kissed her hand. “Being important obviously agrees with you.”
“What agrees with me is seeing you.” Jo hugged him.
They walked arm in arm into the study. Law books were tucked into the bookshelves, and every nook and cranny bulged with magazines, old newspapers, photographs, and memorabilia from Jo’s political campaign. The room smelled of old leather and furniture polish. Jo looked around, her embarrassment obvious.
“I guess I need to get this place organized,” she said. “I kind of moved out in haste. Would you like a drink?”
“If you’ll join me,” Robert said. He walked over to the side table. “Allow me.” He poured the Scotch into two glasses. “How are things going in the senate?” Robert handed Jo a glass. “Is it what you had hoped it would be?”
“Yes and no. Being the only woman, every time I open my mouth I’m expected to say something either brilliant or stupid. I think stupid is winning out.”
“That’s not what I hear.”
They sat next to each other on the sofa. Jo switched on the Tiffany lamp. “What did you hear?”
“That you are exceeding everyone’s expectations. Everyone but me, that is.”
“Thanks. I needed to hear that. I’ve been feeling a little fragile,” Jo said.
“Is that why you decided to come home for the weekend?”
Jo snuggled against Robert. “Not really.” She gave him her innocent, little-girl look.
“What are you up to, young lady?”
“I’m going to Israel as a guest of the United Jewish Appeal. Aaron Blumenthal extended the invitation. And, he’s invited you to go as well.” She smiled, all teeth and dimples.
The color rose in Robert’s face. “I can understand why they invited you. They need political friends.” Robert could imagine the total horror Doctor Hans Wells would feel when he found out his daughter was going to Israel. “Why do they want me?”
“Aaron needs media attention,” Jo said. “And you can help get him that attention.”
Robert shook his head. “Taking a trip together would put our faces on every gossip tabloid in the country. It wouldn’t be good for your career.”
Jo shrugged. “Like they haven’t been speculating for years. Have you read the latest story in the Mirror? They say we’re secretly married, and that I’m going to have a baby. But, let’s stay with the issues.”
Jo was on fragile ground. Morgan’s best friend, Claire and her husband Saul, lived in Israel. They were pioneers for the State, and a link to Robert’s past. They had been begging him to make the trip for years.
“You should go, Robert. It would be good for you.”
Robert stood and turned his back to Jo. Her words had catapulted him into the past. The year was 1938, and he was standing on the train platform in Paris. Morgan and Claire were holding on to each other, tears streaming down their faces. They had become so close, like sisters—Claire filling the void for the family Morgan had left behind in Poland.
Robert knew that Morgan put her own feelings aside and encouraged her friend to go to Israel. But, watching them that day, seeing the agony on their faces, knowing they might never see each other again, it had been a memory Robert tried to forget.
Robert understood Saul. He was a Zionist—determined to build a Jewish homeland. Claire—she wasn’t even Jewish. Still, she had followed Saul, determined to make a life with the man she loved.
It had been a difficult life.
Claire suffered and survived malaria, their kibbutz had been attacked numerous times by the Arabs, and worst of all, their second child had died. Robert touched the wedding ring he still wore.
I kept in touch, hundreds of letters over the years. Letters aren’t enough. I should have gone to see them years ago.
“I’ll go with you,” he said quietly.
Jo smiled. “That makes me so happy. By the way, I got a call this morning from my good friend, Senator Bill Stanton. He just came back from a finance and funding mission in Israel.” Jo winked at Robert. “You are going to love this. The lead negotiator for the Israelis was your friend, Saul Lapinsky.”
“And the senator called to tell you this because…”
“He knows we are friends.” Jo laughed. “Saul shook hands with the senator and said, and I’ll quote: ‘I have a friend in your America—a big star. His name is Robert Osborne.’ The moment he said your name, he got all-emotional and excused himself from the room. Senator Stanton was overjoyed by the show of sensitivity, convinced that Saul was going to be a pushover.”
“That does not sound like the Saul I remember,” Robert said.
“I can assure you, it was a momentary show of weakness. Saul spent the next several hours convincing the senator that Jews could and would stand strong and take care of themselves, never again being fodder for an uncaring world. Saul pointed out that the government of the United States should loan money to Israel because in the years to come, she would be their only ally in the Middle East. He was adamant that while Israel would gladly accept a loan, they would not allow anyone to dictate policy to them. The senator said Saul was the most exacting, exasperating negotiator he has ever dealt with. And, the most convincing patriot he has ever met.”
“That’s the man I knew.” Robert’s face softened. “They have been through so much. In 1947 they fought for independence, in 1956, it was the Suez Campaign, and in 1967 the Six Day War. Imagine a country filled with armed survivors of the Holocaust. Would you want to fight them?” Robert studied his hands. “Sorry. I got a little carried away.”
“No, you didn’t.”
Robert smiled. “By the way, I forgot to tell you. When Claire moved to Israel and converted to Judaism, she changed her name to Rebecca.”
“Rebecca.” Jo repeated the name slowly. “Rebecca was the wife of Abraham’s son, Isaac—a maiden of great beauty, modesty and kindness. What a perfect name.”
* * *
Later that night Robert lay in his bed having a conversation in his mind with Morgan. She charmed me into going, just the way you always were able to charm me into doing your bidding. Robert pictured Morgan smiling at him, her eyes catching the light, her hand slipping into his. I will find the answers, my beloved. Your daughter has a right to know who her mother was. Robert closed his eyes and drifted into a deep, dreamless sleep.
Chapter 11
1972 Moscow, Russia
Vladimir Vloriscoff sat at his desk, staring out the window of his study. The sweeping curve of the Moskva River was off in the distance, sparkling between the hand-painted cupolas, gilt domes, and spires of the Great Russian Orthodox cathedrals dotting the skyline.
It had been twenty-seven years since the war’s end, and in that time, Vladimir had successfully managed to live his life as an imposter. The man he once was, David Kandel, the Jew, was buried in the farthest recesses of his mind. In David’s place a new man was created, Vladimir Vloriscoff, the Russian.
During those years, he had won an Olympic gold medal in the Games of 1948. He also held the Kandidat Nauk Degree from Moscow State University, and was one of his countries premier scientists.
Vladimir closed his eyes and the memories attacked him.
He had been hiding in the belly of a ship bound for Palestine with hundreds of other people. He was young, barely out of his teens, dressed in the heavy garb of an orthodox Jew. A man approached, his clothing clean, his skin healthy, pink, and plump. How strange that vision had remained so strong.
“Why are all of you down here?” The man had blinked back tears as he sat.
“We are Jews running for our lives.” David could still remember every word of the ensuing conversation. “I’m from Vienna. The others,” David had looked around, “I don’t know. Everywhere I guess.”
The man had put his hand on David’s arm. It had been like a caress—reminding him, he still lived. “What happened?”
“It was a day much like any other day—cold and clear—March 15, 1938. I was a student at the University of Vienna when Hitler’s army marched into our city and claimed all of Austria. Overnight they rounded up one-hundred and eighty thousand of us.” David had pounded his chest with his fists. “We’d been warned, but we refused to listen. All that changed when our own countrymen turned against us. “Jews were beaten and tortured.”
David did not tell the stranger what happened to his parents. He had been certain at the time, if he mentioned it, he would curl up in a corner and die. “Do you see these clothes?” He had pulled at the coat. “The Nazis forced an old Rabbi to strip in the middle of the street, for the fun of humiliating him. Then they made me put on his clothes. The old man’s heart gave out. As he lay dying, I promised him I would bury his clothes in the earth of Palestine. I swore I would go there for him and pray at the Wailing Wall. And, I will! I will do it for that old man. I will keep the promise, or die in the process.”
The stranger had cried then—loud, gasping sounds that were lost in the chaos of the moment.
“Tell me your name,” the man had asked.
“David. My name is David Kandel. But, there is no one left to call me that…no one to remember my name. Please just go away. I can’t talk anymore.”
The man stood up. “My name is Saul Lapinsky. I’ll be back to help you, David Kandel.”
Saul had not come back. However, David had managed to send a note. He could see it clearly, every word, every tear that had fallen as he wrote it.
‘Dear Saul,
‘I can only pray that this letter and package finds its way to you. I have sent the old man’s clothing. I promised to bury them in the soil of aretz Israel. Please help me keep my promise. Find a spot that feels right, and say Kaddish. His name was Morris ben Abraham.
As for me, just think of me once in a while, and add me to your prayers. I intend to survive. I will marry and make babies in the land of our people. One day I will tap you on the shoulder. Watch for me. Our future is in your hands. Build a place for us to come.
May G-d protect you until we meet again,
David Kandel’
Vladimir pulled back from his reverie.
He held a gold embossed note in his hand inviting him to speak at a conference in Sweden. His heart beat wildly. It was what he had been praying for—the opportunity to defect. Now, all he had to do was convince Doctor Anna Gurevich to go with him.
Anna had been one of his students, and even though she was twelve years younger then he, Vladimir had been smitten by her fiery disposition and brilliant mind. He envisioned Anna’s soft brown eyes, and the silky chestnut hair that she wore in a braid down the center of her slender back.
He knew a relationship was dangerous for both of them—Anna was a Jew, Russia was an anti-Semitic society, and Vladimir was one of the country’s premier scientists, under constant surveillance by the KGB. So, to keep Anna close, Vladimir had convinced her to become one of his research assistants after she graduated.
Vladimir picked up a picture of Anna with the Ural Mountains in the background, remembering the day in December, 1968 when he received notification he was being sent to monitor a Soviet nuclear research facility in Omsk, in the southern corner of Western Siberia.
He and Anna had traveled on the Trans-Siberian Railway. Each car had ten compartments and two Provodniks, conductors. In the front of each car, there were toilets and a hot water boiler. The sleeping berths were four to a compartment, and Vladimir smiled when he thought how loudly Anna had complained about men snoring and farting in their sleep.
The trip from Moscow to Omsk was seventeen hundred miles, and it took them eight days. They passed Samara, the secondary capital of the Soviet Union during the War. From there they traveled east through the vast, flat and barren landscape to Chelyabinsk. The industrial city of Omsk, their final destination, stood on the banks of two rivers, the gentle Om and the powerful Irtysh.
They arrived at noon. Dressed in heavy parkas, earmuffs, fur boots and gloves, they walked along Lyubinskiy prodpedkt, past chapels built in the eighteen hundreds and down little side streets lined with stately mansions once owned by insurance companies and banks.
Escorted by a soldier named Vasily, they drove to the top-secret facility, Stasov, five miles outside the city. The complex was nothing more than a row of metal buildings surrounded by barbed wire.
Vladimir closed his eyes. He remembered Anna’s reaction to their surroundings.
“You take me from my home. You talk me into coming with you. And you bring me here?” She had trudged ahead of him, her hair whipping in the howling wind.
By the next day, the weather had turned nightmarishly frigid. The mid-morning reading was -32 degrees Celsius. Anna’s response to the weather was to become equally frigid toward Vladimir.
Sitting alone one evening in his laboratory, surrounded by flasks, beakers, chemicals, vacuum air pumps, and scales, Anna had wandered in. Her face was chapped and she was bundled up against the freezing Arctic temperatures.
“Vladimir Vloriscoff, I’m never going to forgive you for bringing me to this horrible place,” Anna had said, her eyes shooting darts. “And I want you to stop your stupid flirting because I only go out with Jewish men.” She pointed her finger at his face. “And besides all that, you have a terrible reputation as a womanizer.”
Vladimir had stood up; knocking over the stool he was sitting on. He grabbed Anna roughly by the shoulders, his face only inches from hers. Darkness filled his eyes, and he could feel Anna tremble. “What do you know about my reputation? Is it such a crime I like women? Have you ever asked yourself why I never married?” he shouted, his fingers biting into her shoulders.
Anna froze at his touch.
“You don’t know me because you’ve never bothered trying to get to know me.”
“Why would I want to know a man who thinks he can make a woman love him by dragging her to some Godforsaken place in the middle of nowhere?” Anna said.
“Make you love me? If only I could,” Vladimir had said. “Do you know about love, Anna? Do you know about desire? Do you know what it’s like to want something so badly that the wanting of it only brings you pain?”
“I know, Vladimir,” her voice a whisper. “And I wish to God things could be different between us. But, they are what they are.” Anna’s eyes had filled with tears. “This thing between us is wrong. You must send me back to Moscow.”
I must tell her. It’s the only way. “Come and sit for a moment,” he had said, pulling over a stool. “I have a story to tell you.” He let time sit between them as he gathered his courage. “I’m not…I’m not a Russian,” he had said. “I’m from Vienna.”
Anna’s eyes grew wide. “I don’t understand.”
“My family lived in Vienna before the War. My father was a doctor, my
mother . . .”
Anna touched his face with her fingers, her eyes moist.
“The Nazis shot my mother and took my father.” He had bowed his head to hide the rage and his tears. “I wanted revenge. But, my father’s brother insisted I be sent away—to get the word out, to tell the world what was happening. I was smuggled onto a boat with hundreds of other Jews. Our destination was Palestine. When the boat arrived, the English wouldn’t allow us entry. We were sent back to Germany—to the camps. The ship’s captain allowed me to escape. To this day, I don’t know why he picked me.”
“Vladimir,” Anna said, her lips quivered.
“I grew up speaking Russian to my grandfather, so it was easy to disguise myself as a Soviet soldier. They wanted me to survive, and that’s exactly what I’ve done,” he had said. “So you see, my darling Anna, I too am a Jew—a damaged, angry, disenchanted Jew, but still a Jew.”
“If only I’d known,” Anna caressed his face with her eyes. “So much time wasted.” Anna moved into his arms. “I love you, Vladimir. I’ve loved you from the very first moment I saw you,” Anna said. She had kissed him then. It was their beginning.
* * *
Anna walked into the study, pulling Vladimir back from his wandering memories.
She switched on the lamp. “What are you doing sitting here in the dark?” Anna kissed him gently on the forehead. “Is something wrong?”
“No, my love, nothing’s wrong. I was just thinking.”
“About what?” Anna asked.
“I was thinking it’s time for us to go.”
“Not again,” Anna said, showing him her palms. “We’ve talked and talked about this.”
Vladimir folded his arms over his enormous chest. “I want to tell you about my day,” he said, a dark look crossing his face. “There was an accident at the plant. Nikolay Edorov was mortally burned.”
Anna’s face paled. She collapsed in the chair.
“With his last breath he said to me, ‘You must get out before you become the angel of death.’” Vladimir was quiet a minute. “Anna, you know what I’m talking about. The things we’re working on, in the right hands, could change the world for the better. But, it has the potential for destruction that could be more devastating than anything the world has ever seen before.”
“I’m sorry about Nikolay. I really am. But, we have our work to do.”
Vladimir handed a letter to Anna. “I received this last week.”
“An invitation to Sweden. That’s nice.” Anna shook her head just slightly. “I don’t see how this changes anything.”
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